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Abstract 
This study addressed the problem of principal retention. The purpose of this study was to 
determine the factors that influenced elementary principals to remain in the position and the 
factors that influenced incumbent principals to leave the elementary principalship. This 
qualitative case study used data from one-on-one interviews, focus group discussions, and 
student demographic data from the campuses represented to determine the factors that best 
influence retention. The sample population was 10 principals from 3 districts in Central Texas; 6 
elementary school principals that continued to serve for 5 or more years and 4 incumbent 
principals that left the elementary principalship in the last 2 years. The researcher used the 
interview transcripts to code data, establish categories, and then create themes from the patterns 
of ideas that emerged from the categories. The findings indicated that leadership beliefs, giving 
and getting support, and sharing complex job responsibilities were the most influential factors 
regarding principal retention. The findings indicated that school districts should consider helping 
principals understand and implement shared leadership practices in their schools. The findings 
suggested that school district administrators help principals to continuously reflect on their 
leadership beliefs and reinforce their motivations to lead with the values and beliefs of the 
districts’ leaders. In this study, the researcher attempted to add to what is known about the 
factors that contribute to principal retention so that principal retention is maximized for the 
future. 
Keywords: principal retention, school leadership, leadership beliefs, shared leadership, 
distributed leadership 
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Chapter 1: Introduction  
It takes five to seven years for school principals in the United States to have adequate 
time to build the trust necessary to create and sustain organizational conditions that help teachers 
feel competent, autonomous, and relatable in securing their tenure on campus (Hochbein & 
Cunningham, 2013; Kokka, 2016; Mascall & Leithwood, 2010). School leaders indirectly affect 
student achievement through their influence on people, the purposes and goals of the school, 
school structures and social networks, and organizational culture around curriculum, instruction, 
and discipline (Coelli & Green, 2012; Dhuey & Smith, 2014; Fuller & Young, 2009). High 
levels of principal turnover can disrupt the school’s effort to enhance student outcomes through 
interactions with teachers over time (Hitt & Tucker, 2016). However, there is limited research on 
principal retention to identify why leaders continue to do their work or remain in the position so 
that leadership retention is maximized. This study is therefore designed to identify factors that 
influence elementary principals to remain in the position through a case study analysis of 
elementary principals who have served for at least five years or who have left the elementary 
principalship within the last two years. 
Background 
Effective school leadership “enhances student achievement and other desirable 
outcomes” (Hitt & Tucker, 2016, p. 533). This is critical because effective principals leverage 
ways to improve teaching and learning by influencing teacher beliefs about teaching and learning 
(Brown, 2016). Lasting school improvement requires moving beyond the initiation and early 
implementation stages of change, which makes the work complex and time consuming (Mascall 
& Leithwood, 2010). However, school improvement has been hindered by the negative impacts 
of continuous principal turnover on student achievement, school sustainability, and leadership 
shortages. For example, Béteille, Kalogrides, and Loeb (2012) suggested that frequent principal 
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turnover results in lower teacher retention and lower student achievement. Mascall and 
Leithwood (2010) also identified a vicious cycle in low-achieving schools due to principals 
leaving quickly because of the challenges that accompany such schools and who are then 
replaced by leaders who may not be qualified or are not committed to the needs of the school. 
When the continuity of organizational focus and effort in building trusting relationships between 
stakeholders is interrupted by leadership changes, schools cannot continuously improve (Tran, 
2017). In fact, it has been found that “schools led by fewer principals during a 10-year period out 
performed schools that had experienced greater principal turnover” (Huff et al., 2011, p. 76). 
Principals sometimes leave the profession because of how the role has changed. 
Changes in the principal’s role materialized after a report titled A Nation at Risk: The 
Imperative for Educational Reform was released by the National Commission on excellence in 
Education in 1983. The report warned of “a rising tide of mediocrity” in schools and cited high 
levels of illiteracy, poor performance on international comparisons, and a decline in SAT scores 
from 1963 to 1980 (as cited in Mehta, 2015, p. 19). The report called for an improved 
curriculum, extended school hours, higher standards for becoming a teacher, and greater 
responsibility on schools themselves to enforce new expectations (Mehta, 2015). A Nation at 
Risk has had a major impact on how the federal government influences public education and has 
contributed to current educational processes and practices nationwide, including the expectations 
of school principals (Hewitt, 2008). Changes in the principal’s role and continuous turnover 
impacts principal retention. 
Statement of the Problem 
Principal retention is an ongoing challenge for school districts around the United States 
(Mascall & Leithwood, 2010). For example, the National Center for Education Statistics 
(Goldring & Taie, 2018) reported that approximately 10,342 more public school principals left 
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the field in 2016–2017 as compared to the school year before. Goldring & Taie (2018) reported 
that this problem was more severe at charter schools, which, in the 2016–2017 school year, had 
the highest principal turnover rate at 17% versus 11% for public schools. Overall, the highest 
percentage of principals left schools in rural areas with 100 or fewer students or where schools 
had at least 75% of students approved for free or reduced lunch (Goldring & Taie, 2018). 
In Texas, the average tenure of elementary principals from 1996 through 2008 was 
almost five years, but about four years for high school principals. Only 39% of the school leaders 
remained at their school after five years and about 90% of principals leaving a school moved 
from leadership positions altogether (Fuller & Young, 2010).  
There were a variety of reasons why principals were leaving the field. They included 
accountability pressures (Gonzalez & Firestone, 2013), complexity of the job (Mehta, 2015), 
lack of support (Hansen, 2018), and compensation (Tran, 2017). Principals had a variety of 
pressing responsibilities including personnel issues, student discipline, parent concerns, 
community perceptions, and ensuring academic success for all students (Huff et al., 2011). The 
role of principal has continued to change because of the increasing demands of school 
accountability across the nation and the focus on principals making a more direct impact on 
student achievement (Brown, 2016, p. 101). 
Purpose of the Study 
The purpose of this qualitative research case study was to investigate principal retention 
from the perspective of elementary school principals. Case study research provides the 
researcher an opportunity “to develop an in-depth analysis of a case, often a program, event, 
activity, process, or one or more individuals” (Creswell, 2014, p. 14). The case study was 
conducted examining 10 elementary school principals who had served for a minimum of five 
years in the same school or who left the field within the last two years.  
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I collected data from three sources: (a) semistructured interviews with current and 
previous elementary school principals to provide personal perspectives about leadership, (b) 
focus group interviews with the same principal participants who viewed a Public Broadcasting 
Service broadcast about school leadership and discussed its contents via structured questions, 
and (c) student demographic data for comparison with participant feedback and to provide 
context for the principals’ perspectives. 
I analyzed responses from individual interviews and the focus group conversation along 
with student demographic information to determine how the leaders’ experiences or practices 
affected principal retention, and to identify the factors that motivate leaders to stay so that school 
improvement could be maximized on a larger scale. Interviews with principals who had at least 
five years of experience at the same school were appropriate for investigating principal longevity 
because it aligned with current research on the time it takes for principals to positively impact 
student achievement. For example, Hull (2012), senior policy analyst for the Center for Public 
Education, reported that principals usually stayed at one school for three to four years but needed 
five to apply processes and practices that would sustain school improvement. Principals who 
served in a school for five to seven years maximized leverage in sustaining schools over time 
through distributed or responsible leadership practices (Mascall & Leithwood, 2010; Stone-
Johnson, 2014). Such practices took time to establish and maintain so that school improvement 
could be realized. 
This research regarding principal retention provides an understanding for why principals 
continue to serve in the field and, conversely, why they might leave the field. Interviews and 
conversations with leaders highlight specific leadership aspects that influence principals to 
remain leaders. 
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Research Questions  
This study was designed to answer two primary research questions: 
Q1. What were the primary factors that contributed to the decision of principals to remain 
in the principalship? 
Q2. What were the primary factors that contributed to the decision of incumbent 
principals to leave the principalship? 
Definition of Key Terms 
 Continuous improvement practices. Educational practices that promote working more 
efficiently and effectively to improve student achievement (Park, Hironaka, Carver, & 
Nordstrom, 2013). 
 Distributed leadership. School members, at all levels, becoming agents of change and 
taking ownership of school improvement efforts (Adams, Olsen, & Ware, 2017). 
Free and reduced lunch program. Federally assisted meal program for students who 
are categorically eligible in other federal assistance programs (U.S. Department of Agriculture, 
Food and Nutrition Service, 2017). 
 Principal retention. The principal’s consistent return to the same school or profession 
each year (Fuller & Young, 2009). 
Principal turnover. One principal leaving a school and being replaced by a new 
principal (Cullen & Mazzeo, 2007). 
Shared leadership theory. A leadership theory that emphasizes practices that promote a 
collective social process that occurs through the interactions of multiple people (Uhl-Bien, 
2006). Used interchangeably with distributed leadership in research literature. 
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Summary 
The loss of school principals from the field has been well-documented. Regardless of 
reason, principals have been leaving schools at noticeable rates and disrupting the sustained 
efforts of school improvement. It is important to understand what leadership aspects assist in 
principal retention because school leaders influence students and schools. Furthermore, it is 
crucial to gain a perspective for how aspects related to particular leadership practices impact 
student achievement and school sustainability. Thus, this study was designed to identify what 
principals think about leadership retention and the particular factors that affect their decision to 
remain in or exit the elementary principalship.  
This paper is organized into five chapters. Chapter 2 includes a review of existing 
literature on principal attrition, principal retention, and why principals are leaving the field. 
Chapter 3 identifies the methodology used in the study. Chapter 4 contains the results and 
analysis of the results obtained from the study. Chapter 5 summarizes the research, the 
conclusion, and recommendations for future studies. 
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Chapter 2: Literature Review 
Low principal retention has been an ongoing challenge for school districts across the 
United States (Mascall & Leithwood, 2010). Research has indicated a variety of topics that 
contribute to principal retention and that are directly related to principal attrition. This review of 
literature presents findings explaining why principals leave the field and how it affects principal 
attrition, school sustainability, and student achievement. It provides an understanding of how 
principal retention is influenced by leadership practices while influencing student achievement 
and school culture. A conceptual framework about shared or distributed leadership helps connect 
the literature about principal attrition and retention and is also discussed in this chapter. 
The literature included in this chapter was located using the electronic databases 
connected to the OneSearch and ProQuest search engines at the library of Abilene Christian 
University. Keywords and phrases used in the search were principal retention, leadership 
retention, principal longevity, principal attrition, and principal turnover.  
The National Center for Education Statistics within the U.S. Department of Education 
reported that even with principals who remained in the field from the 2015–2016 school year to 
the 2016–2017 school year, 77% indicated that they would leave their current job for a higher 
paying job as soon as possible, and 76% stated they did not have the same enthusiasm for leading 
as they did when they started the position (Goldring & Taie, 2018). 
At the state level, Fuller and Young (2010) reported the average tenure of elementary 
principals from 1996 through 2008 was almost five years and about four years for high school 
principals. Only 39% of school leaders remained at their school after five years in the position, 
and about 90% of principals leaving a school leave leadership positions altogether (SRI 
International, 2010). 
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Principals left the field for a variety of reasons, including accountability pressures 
(Gonzalez & Firestone, 2013), complexity of the job (Mehta, 2015), lack of support (Hansen, 
2018), and compensation (Tran, 2017). Principals had a variety of pressing responsibilities 
including personnel issues, student discipline, parent concerns, community perceptions, and 
ensuring academic success for students (Huff et al., 2011). The role of the principal has 
continued to change due to the increasing demands of school accountability nationwide and the 
focus on principals making a more direct impact on student achievement (Brown, 2016). 
The purpose of this qualitative case study was to investigate principal retention from the 
perspective of elementary school principals and to identify what aspects influence leadership 
retention. A qualitative case study provided a “rich medium” for examining the human condition 
(Saldaña & Omasta, 2018, p. 146). A detailed literature review about principal retention 
connected the conceptual framework regarding shared or distributed leadership with the 
perspectives related to principal attrition and principal retention. Such background provided a 
landscape for further research about leadership practices that influenced leaders to remain in the 
field and impact principal retention. 
Shared or Distributed Leadership 
Shared or distributed leadership represent practices guiding how a principal chooses to 
lead all the constituents of the school community. I investigated if and how principal retention 
was impacted by leadership practices; many of which are related to shared or distributed 
leadership. The terms shared or distributed leadership have been used interchangeably in 
education; the definition below explains a common representation of shared leadership in 
schools: 
Shared leadership is the practice of governing a school by expanding the number of 
people involved in making important decisions related to the school’s organization, 
operation, and academics. In general, shared leadership entails the creation of leadership 
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roles or decision-making opportunities for teachers, staff members, students, parents, and 
community members. Shared leadership is widely seen as an alternative to more 
traditional forms of school governance in which the principal or administrative team 
exercises executive authority and makes most governance decisions without necessarily 
soliciting advice, feedback, or participation from others in the school or community. 
(Great Schools Partnership, 2014) 
 
Publications related to shared or distributed leadership date back to the early 1980s; 
however, it was not until 2000 that Gronn outlined this form of leadership as a potential solution 
to the typical thinking that leadership was either about the individual (Bass, 1985) or a result of 
system designs and role structures (Jaques, 1989). Shared leadership reflects a change in focus 
from the attributes and behaviors of one single individual to a perspective where leadership is 
viewed as a collective social process emerging through the interactions of multiple people 
(Bolden, 2011; Uhl-Bien, 2006). The theory of shared leadership includes the work of all 
individuals that have a part in leadership rather than those in formal roles in the “leader-plus” 
aspect (Bolden, 2011, p. 252). Regarding practice, shared leadership is a product of the 
interactions between leaders, followers, and their situations (Bolden, 2011).  
Pearce and Conger (2003) presented a number of reasons why this shift was important to 
business-related leadership thinking in the mid-1990s, including the rise in cross-functional 
teams, the need for speedier delivery, the increased availability of information, and greater job 
complexity. This was also about the same time of increasing global dependence, which expedited 
the need to remain timely and competitive in larger markets (Lipman-Blumen, 1996). The ideals 
of shared or distributed leadership were seen as a network of interacting individuals that provide 
an openness to the boundaries of leadership while having a variety of expertise distributed across 
many, not just a few (Bennett, Wise, Woods, & Harvey, 2003). Theorists provided a range of 
frameworks related to shared or distributed leadership that were centered in systematic 
collaboration, intuitive working relationships, planful alignment of resources and responsibilities, 
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spontaneous alignment of tasks and functions, and a variety of leadership distributions based on 
the task’s need and peoples’ abilities to complete it (Gronn, 2000; Leithwood, Day, Sammons, 
Harris, & Hopkins, 2006; Bolden, 2011; Spillane, 2006). When done well, these frameworks 
gave an indication of the potential benefits to using shared or distributed leadership. 
Similar benefits of shared or distributed leadership practices were applicable when 
applied to the school setting. When leadership roles were distributed throughout a school, a 
variety of outcomes resulted. Principals were able to prioritize leadership tasks over managerial 
ones while strengthening school support and solidarity among the variety of people sharing the 
responsibility (Fink, 2018; Great Schools Partnership, 2014). Shared leadership created 
reflection, communication, and a greater sense of ownership within staff through collaborative 
efforts (Great Schools Partnership, 2014). Teacher capacity and the collective efficacy of 
teachers grew as principals distributed leadership roles and tapped into the strengths of 
individuals to create better outcomes (Fink, 2018; Great Schools Partnership, 2014). Dumay, 
Boonen, and Van Damme (2013) suggested a tight alignment and ripple effect between principal 
leadership and teacher collaboration influencing teachers’ collective efficacy beliefs that directly 
impacted student achievement. Thus, principals helped support the roles colleagues played in the 
formation of collective efficacy beliefs, or the group’s shared beliefs toward accomplishing a 
goal (Dumay, et al., 2013). Distributed leadership reinforced a major driver for student success; 
school members at all levels became agents of change and took ownership of school 
improvement efforts (Adams et al., 2017).  
Shared leadership is a distributed phenomenon impacted by social aspects and influences 
in the workplace, because the leader must focus on outcomes that result from group interactions 
versus the work of individuals (Velasco, Edmonson, & Slate, 2012). How principals distributed 
or shared leadership throughout the school could be a leadership practice that helped retain 
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principals, enhanced school culture, improved instruction, and increased student achievement 
(Mascall & Leithwood, 2010). School principals who knew how to adapt their leadership styles 
benefited from using the most effective leadership behaviors to positively influence academic 
success (Velasco, et al., 2012). Effective principals knew that teachers needed to be involved in 
determining the best way to achieve school goals and they knew that their influence would 
strengthen collaboration among staff toward achieving those goals (Hardie, 2015). Practicing 
shared leadership helped principals be more effective in their work because they shared 
responsibilities among all stakeholders instead of taking all the pressure on themselves (Fink, 
2018). 
Principals needed five to seven years to build trusting relationships and fully share 
leadership roles that could serve as the foundation for continuous school improvement (Mascall 
& Leithwood, 2010). These results strengthened the argument for protecting the time needed to 
build relationships and cultivate distributed or shared leadership. Rapid principal turnover 
resulted in backsliding where gains from collaborative efforts were dismissed (Hardie, 2015). 
Research on Principal Attrition 
Principal attrition has been getting additional attention considering continued educational 
reform efforts and the emphasis on school improvement overall. Unfortunately, principal 
attrition has been costly. Superville (2014) estimated the cost of replacing a school principal to 
be $75,000 for school districts around the nation. Boyce and Bowers (2016) categorized the 
likelihood of different principals leaving the field based on principal-level, school-level, or 
climate-level factors and found that principals could be pulled into other positions or pushed out 
of current ones. The pulls were typically positive, such as moving for increased pay, 
responsibilities, or benefits, whereas the pushes were considered negative, such as a result of 
conflict, politics, or poor working relationships (Boyce & Bowers, 2016). Principals’ self-
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perception of their leadership influence also affected their intentions to move or leave a school 
(Tekleselassie & Villareal, 2011). Satisfied principals perceived themselves with significantly 
higher levels of influence, lower levels of school climate problems, more positive attitudes about 
the principalship and their salary (Boyce & Bowers, 2016). Unsatisfied principals found hurdles 
in engaging in effective instructional leadership, stress and workload of the position, student 
discipline problems, and managing bureaucracy (Boyce & Bowers, 2016). In addition, federal, 
state, and local politics have affected leadership through increased accountability for educational 
processes and results (Gonzalez & Firestone, 2013). 
Legislation and accountability. In the 1970s, schools in the United States were 
“independent bureaucratic organizations” with little accountability (Gonzalez & Firestone, 2013, 
p. 386). Within 10 years, states adopted minimum competency testing policies and states started 
regulating districts more heavily (Gonzalez & Firestone, 2013). A report commissioned by the 
U.S. Department of Education in 1983, called A Nation at Risk, put education in the spotlight and 
accelerated the need for education reform. It warned of “a rising tide of mediocrity” in schools 
and cited high levels of illiteracy, poor performance on international comparisons, and a decline 
in SAT scores from 1963 to 1980 (as cited in Mehta, 2015, p. 19). The report forecasted that for 
the first time in history, the educational skills of one generation would be less than the ones 
before it (Mehta, 2015). It convinced educational stakeholders that education efforts in the 
United States were in trouble and recommended improvements in content, expectations, time in 
school, and teaching (Hewitt, 2008). Furthermore, it called for national-level supervision at the 
campus level, holding individual schools responsible for enforcing new expectations (Mehta, 
2015). Around the 1980s, 41 states started testing for accountability (Gonzalez & Firestone, 
2013). The top-down approach of accountability complicated the role of the principal, minimized 
teacher empowerment, and reduced the campus effort at affecting student outcomes. A Nation at 
13 
 
Risk had a major impact on the continuing development of federal influence and contributed to 
current educational processes and practices nationwide, including the expectations of school 
principals (Hewitt, 2008).  
In 2009, the Obama administration spent over four billion dollars to transform some of 
the nation’s worst schools (Béteille et al., 2012). Federal grants were often made available for 
schools needing intervention, but sweeping changes, like removing the principal and replacing 
the staff, have also been part of the conditions (Béteille et al., 2012). Chingos and West (2011) 
reported that due process protections and threats of litigation made it difficult to remove tenured 
teachers. Although principals were sometimes able to counsel ineffective teachers out of the 
profession, very few teachers were removed for poor performance (Chingos & West, 2011). 
Similar findings were true for principals. 
The removal of an ineffective principal might seem beneficial to school improvement 
efforts; however, too much turnover creates instability, “loss of institutional memory,” and an 
increase in training costs (Béteille et al., 2012, p. 905). Hochbein and Cunningham (2013) found 
that making a principal change did not “predispose a school for improving school performance” 
when investigating principal turnover related to school turnaround (p. 84). In fact, there were no 
substantial nor consistent gains in school performance after an incident of a principal change in 
90 schools in a Midwestern metropolitan school district (Hochbein & Cunningham, 2013, p. 83). 
Principal mobility has been associated with higher teacher turnover and lower student 
achievement gains (Béteille et al., 2012). Ongoing turnover in a school made the position less 
attractive and minimized the chance of gaining a quality applicant. A vicious cycle of high 
turnover and poor performance made schools more vulnerable to the continued negative effects 
of principal turnover. Fuller and Young (2009) described how accountability was exacerbated by 
the pressure to significantly and quickly improve student achievement without the tools or time 
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to do so. Babo and Postma (2017) deemed the legislation related to No Child Left Behind 
(NCLB), Race to the Top, and Every Student Succeeds Act (ESSA) as unique burdens on U.S. 
principals that minimized the retention of principals for any considerable length of time.  
Gonzalez and Firestone (2013) found that regardless of the external accountability placed 
on principals related to student achievement, nothing matched the personal accountability they 
placed on themselves for the responsibility they had over the children in their charge. Despite the 
increasing centralization of educational accountability for processes and outcomes from both the 
federal and state government, the principal’s moral code reconciled for these “cross-pressures” 
and guided their work (Gonzalez & Firestone, 2018, p. 399). Increased accountability for student 
achievement has changed the principal’s role and how they do their work. 
Changes in the job. Terminology describing the principalship began changing in the 
early 1990s from educational administration to school leadership and gained a broader 
perspective, from property of individuals to dynamics of relations (Can Korkut & Llaci, 2016). 
Principals were now synonymous with leadership, instructional support, and student advocacy—
true change agents for their schools (Idrees, 2018). The move toward a more transparent job 
description marked a change from the previous undefined role that left schools and principals 
unsure of their work (Idrees, 2018).  
A study of 14 principals in a private religious school indicated that building and 
strengthening relationships with their school family and community had become the biggest 
priority in their role as principal over a 10-year period (Ledesma, 2013). Increased leadership 
and management responsibilities related to managing finances, collaborating with a variety of 
stakeholders, and securing resources in addition to meeting the achievement expectations set by 
the local, state, and federal stakeholders have added to the complexities associated with the 
principalship (Anderson, 2017; Ledesma, 2013). Simply stated, principals were now expected to 
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be more proficient in a larger number of roles than in the past. Such roles included business 
manager, instructional leader, community engagement expert, data analyst, and marketer for the 
school (Fuller & Young, 2009). Changes in responsibilities coupled with increased 
accountability and reform agendas have made the principal job less attractive (Fuller & Young, 
2009). Excessive workloads and an increased level of tasks combined with combatting 
educational reforms has led many principals to debate whether the work is worth the pay 
(Tekleselassie & Villareal, 2011). Principals were likely unable to meet the requirements of the 
job without the experience and support needed to do so. 
Inexperience and lack of support. Principal experience also affected principal retention. 
Research by Ni, Sun, and Rorrer (2015) found that charter school principals had higher turnover 
rates due to inexperience that negatively impacted job performance and job satisfaction. 
However, any school leader could have limited experience that affects their ability to do the 
work and their likelihood to succeed. Furthermore, Ni, Sun, and Rorrer (2015) suggested that 
charter school principals spent more time on administrative responsibilities instead of 
instruction; but again, any school leader could fall victim to the duties of managing a school 
rather than leading the instructional work of the school. Whether it is additional staff placed to 
help support the school or collegial relationships between principals, support came in many 
forms (Hansen, 2018). Supportive efforts such as help from central office personnel, professional 
development, and training helped build leadership experience and helped mitigate principal 
retention.  
One way that principals felt unsupported was in their lack of adequate compensation. In 
many cases, the monetary benefits did not outweigh the additional time and responsibility 
involved with being a principal if the compensation did not substantially surpass that of a teacher 
(Fuller & Young, 2009). Tran (2017) found that principals who were “less satisfied with their 
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pay” were also “more likely to want to quit their job” (p. 634). Hansen (2018) found that rural 
principals, especially, were frustrated with their salary when compared to their workload. 
Principals needed the appropriate training and support to face the challenges of their job (Mestry, 
2017). Such support empowered leaders and reinforced the idea that educators entered the field 
to make a difference instead of focusing purely on monetary gain (Tran, 2017). If excessive 
interference, lack of autonomy, reduced resources, or lack of mentoring existed, then principals 
often felt dissatisfied with their role as leader (Fuller & Young, 2009). Inexperience and a lack of 
support made work with specific student demographics even more challenging.  
 Student demographics. Principal mobility related to student demographics could be 
better understood through the research of Gates et al. (2006). They found that 33% of principals 
were leaving their positions in Illinois and North Carolina because of the size of the campus and 
the number of minority students enrolled in the schools. Sun and Ni (2016) reported school 
contexts and working conditions as reasons for school leaders wanting to leave the field 
according to a nationally representative sample of principals from the Schools and Staffing 
Survey (SASS). School contexts, in this study, were defined as student demographics, such as 
the number of minority students and the amount of traditionally underserved students in charter 
schools (Sun & Ni, 2016). In Texas, the rapid growth of schools with a greater percentage of 
ESL and economically disadvantaged students has added to the complexity of school leadership 
(Fuller & Young, 2009). Low-performing schools could be more challenging to lead, making it 
less attractive for principals to stay. Low student achievement perpetuated increased principal 
turnover, which influenced continued low student achievement simply because principals were 
not around long enough to break the cycle (Tran, 2017). 
 Attrition and student achievement. Miller (2013) reported that student test scores were 
substantially lower at schools with new principals in over 12 years of research from a study in 
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North Carolina. In fact, low student achievement was found to influence frequent principal 
turnover where leaders of failing schools were being replaced according to a meta-analysis of 
mixed methods research from the Wallace Foundation (Mascall & Leithwood, 2010). Béteille et 
al. (2012) discovered that principal turnover had large negative effects on student achievement in 
high poverty schools. When principals consistently left schools, it disrupted the trajectory and 
plan of school initiatives or the processes that under consistent leadership would have had a 
better chance to sustain school efforts. A review of literature by Snodgrass Rangel (2018) found 
that the determinants most related to principal turnover include school performance. The 
pressures for high achievement may have contributed to their decision to leave the field (Fuller 
& Young, 2009). 
Disruption of sustainability. The U.S. Department of Labor forecasted challenges in 
hiring school principals in their 2010–2011 report when they stated that jobs for school 
principals would continue to increase by about 10 percent through 2020 (U.S. Department of 
Labor, 2011). Research has suggested that increased retirements, fewer interested applicants, and 
increasing student enrollments are challenges in keeping principal positions filled (U.S. 
Department of Labor, 2011). Marks (2013) found a combination of factors contributed to fewer 
applicants and principal shortages. These factors were the attrition of younger teachers from the 
profession who could potentially become principals, the reluctance of middle managers to aspire 
to the next step, and the premature retirements of experienced principals.  
Some districts insisted upon a principal rotation system, or a process for systematically 
moving principals around to different schools, which exacerbated leadership turnover (Dhuey & 
Smith, 2014). Such turnover made it difficult for principals to influence student success by way 
of improving teachers’ abilities, motivations, or working conditions (Mascall & Leithwood, 
2010). Principals could improve the likelihood of sustained implementation of improvement 
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programs by creating a culture around a common vision, providing clear expectations, ensuring 
accountability and follow-up with efforts, and allocating resources accordingly (Strickland-
Cohen, McIntosh, & Horner, 2014). Principal turnover distracted teacher efforts and disrupted 
school change processes because projects were left incomplete or were changed completely 
(Mascall & Leithwood, 2010; Strickland-Cohen et al., 2014). New principals lacked the 
experience and institutional knowledge that experienced principals would have. When principals 
were constantly leaving without perfecting their leadership skills, then the combination of 
turnover and inexperience amplified the challenges of always having new principals (Fuller & 
Young, 2009). Mascall and Leithwood (2010) described the same challenge as a vicious cycle in 
low-achieving schools due to principals leaving quickly because of the challenges that 
accompany such schools and who were replaced by leaders who may not have been qualified or 
were not committed to the needs of the school. Béteille et al. (2012) suggested that frequent 
turnover among school principals resulted in lower teacher retention and lower student 
achievement. 
Principal attrition could appear to be justified through legislation and accountability 
efforts that have affected changes in the job (Mascall & Leithwood, 2010). Inexperience and a 
lack of support for principals added to the reasons why principals left the field (Fuller & Young, 
2009). Challenging student demographics and the relationship of demographics to student 
achievement exacerbated leadership challenges and helped fuel principal attrition (Sun & Ni, 
2016). School sustainability was disrupted when principals left their school making it imperative 
to learn more from the literature about principal retention (Béteille et al., 2012). A wider 
perspective about what helped leaders remain in the field would support further study of 
leadership retention. 
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Research on Principal Retention 
Principals influence teachers and employ other supports that have a positive impact on 
student achievement. Leaders mobilized others in pursuit of a goal (Hitt & Tucker, 2016). 
Regarding the impact of principals, Branch, Hanushek, and Rivkin (2013) stated, “Teachers 
affect only their students, while principals affect all students in a school. The overall impact from 
increasing principal quality exceeds the benefit from a comparable increase in the quality of a 
single teacher” (p. 64). Specific leadership practices and the principal’s ability to create and 
maintain a positive school culture have a significant impact on student achievement (Brown, 
2016). 
Leadership practice. Brown (2016) defined principal influence and principal support as 
“inter-connected components that mutually support one another” (p. 102). This influence and 
support came in the form of practices such as establishing a positive school community, 
protecting instructional time, providing necessary money and resources to achieve school goals, 
utilizing data to set and monitor school goals in collaborative groups, and facilitating 
communication and collaboration, which Brown (2016) found helped students make academic 
gains.  
A principal’s indirect impact on student achievement was reported to be second only to 
the impact of teachers on student achievement (Brown, 2016). Branch et al. (2013) stated that a 
principal’s primary work lies in improving the quality of teachers either by developing them so 
that they employ better instructional practices or through the transition of teachers that improve 
the school’s workforce. Recruiting and retaining quality teachers was an important task for 
school principals to consider so that increased teacher capacity impacted consistent successful 
student outcomes (Kokka, 2016). Brown (2016) found additional leadership practices that 
directly supported teacher retention. The practices included communicating a vision for the 
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school, supporting and celebrating teachers, and enforcing rules related to safety and discipline. 
Player, Youngs, Perrone, and Grogan (2017) reported that principal leadership strongly predicted 
teachers staying at one school even when student or teacher contexts forecasted that turnover was 
likely.  
Hitt and Tucker (2016) conducted a literature review of 56 empirical studies over 14 
years that grouped 28 leadership practices within five domains. The authors created five 
domains: establishing and conveying the vision, facilitating student learning, building 
professional capacity, creating a supportive organization for learning, and connecting with 
external partners (Hitt & Tucker, 2016). The authors created these domains to represent the 
direct effect principals have on teachers and the indirect effect leaders have on students (Hitt & 
Tucker, 2016). Ultimately, these domains reflected how principals have the potential to affect the 
most important factor—teaching. This spoke to the “primary work of leaders” in potentially 
enhancing student outcomes through interactions with all stakeholders (Hitt & Tucker, 2016, p. 
562).  
 A study of high-performing school districts in Ontario proved that developing a mission, 
vision, and shorter-term goals to guide a strategic planning process that included a variety of 
stakeholders was effective in the success of the district (Leithwood & Azah, 2017). Effective 
leadership practices such as creating a shared mission, implementing a vision, building trusting 
relationships, and creating communities of practice, just to name a few, did not happen 
overnight. It required adequate time to merge into an organizational focus versus an instructional 
focus, develop shared instructional leadership versus purely instructional leadership, and work as 
“less of an inspector of teacher practice and more of a facilitator of continual teacher growth” 
(Hitt & Tucker, 2016, p. 534). The mission, vision, and goals of the school were better sustained 
when stakeholders developed and committed to the plans to achieve these goals together 
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(Leithwood & Azah, 2017). Anderson (2017) found that teacher commitment and job satisfaction 
were significantly influenced by principal practices that built teacher efficacy, which positively 
affected school performance. When principals built strong relationships with high-efficacy 
teachers, student engagement and student achievement were also increased (Boberg & 
Bourgeois, 2016). Principals must leverage ways to improve teaching and learning by 
influencing teacher beliefs about teaching and learning (Brown, 2016). Improved teaching 
happened when principals fostered teachers’ collective capabilities and optimism about their 
impact on students (Boberg & Bourgeois, 2016). True change required moving beyond the 
initiation and early implementation stages of change, which made the work complex and time 
consuming (Mascall & Leithwood, 2010). Coelli and Green (2012) submitted that principals 
could have a sizeable impact on student outcomes if given enough time at a school to “make 
their mark” (p. 107).  
Leithwood and Jantzi (2008) echoed the message of other researchers in their work to 
link indirect leadership practices that affect student learning through the results of almost 3,000 
teacher and principal surveys. They found that setting directions, developing people, redesigning 
the organization, and managing the instructional program through a lens of leader self-efficacy 
and collective efficacy should be prioritized. Significant effects of leader efficacy within these 
practices were found to positively impact student learning as measured by the number of students 
meeting or exceeding the standards on the state’s proficiency test. Later research by Leithwood, 
Patten, and Jantzi (2010) extended these results with a discussion of the “four paths”—rational, 
emotions, organizational, and family—that explain how leadership influences student learning. 
They found that practices like prioritizing teaching and learning, monitoring student 
performance, and maintaining a positive disciplinary climate had the most significant impact on 
student achievement (Leithwood et al., 2010).  
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Ash, Hodge, and Connell (2013) identified five critical practices of effective principals 
who improve student learning. They found that these principals were focusing on the direction, 
building a powerful organization, giving life to data, ensuring a student-focused vision and 
action, and leading learning. Greater success was experienced when these practices were 
mobilized by the principal into a school-wide approach (Muir, Livy, Herbert, & Callingham, 
2018). When purposeful leadership practices are initiated and maintained, a positive school 
culture can be created. 
School culture. Principals were responsible for promoting and maintaining a school 
culture that supported a positive school climate with an emphasis on learning. The climate itself 
had a significant impact on principal retention. Liu and Bellibas (2018) found that the most 
important factor contributing to job satisfaction and organizational commitment was staff mutual 
respect, which highlights the importance of a positive school climate that supports a respectful 
and collaborative relationship between all stakeholders. A principal’s impact on student 
achievement was mainly reflected in the school’s learning climate and through teacher behaviors 
(Boberg & Bourgeois, 2016; Day et al., 2016; Leithwood & Azah, 2017). Principals have been 
found to influence mindsets and behaviors that activate and maintain student learning capacity 
through their work with school staff in creating a learning environment that stimulates curiosity 
and motivates students (Adams et al., 2017). When principals protected a culture that supported 
instructional and psychological student needs and nurtured student autonomy and competence, 
the culture strengthened student learning capacity (Adams et al., 2017). High performing schools 
were led by principals who created a culture where learning was an essential part of everyday, 
where teachers collaborated regularly, and where time for reflection was regularly provided (Ash 
et al., 2013).  
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Schools were challenged by maintaining the organizational change needed to promote 
continuous improvement when the continuity of organizational focus and effort in building 
trusting relationships between stakeholders was interrupted by leadership changes (Tran, 2017). 
It was reported that it took five to seven years for principals to “build a culture of trust” (Mascall 
& Leithwood, 2010, p. 370). Adams et al. (2017) described this happening through interactions 
that built and spread influence within the relational context of the school. Furthermore, it has 
been suggested that it took five years in the principal position to make and sustain a positive 
change in schools and create organizational conditions that helped teachers feel competent, 
autonomous, and relatable in securing their tenure on campus (Hochbein & Cunningham, 2013; 
Kokka, 2016).  
Masters (2010) found that effective leaders created cultures based on high expectations, 
provided clarity regarding curriculum, established strong learning communities, and promoted 
continuous improvement. School cultures were further strengthened when a sense of order and 
safety allowed staff the freedom to take risks in the teaching and learning process (Ash et al., 
2013). School leaders’ intentional conversations with teachers created a school culture built on 
mutual consent by all stakeholders (instead of top-down demands on staff members) and has 
been found to positively impact student learning capacity (Adams et al., 2017). Intentional 
conversations include the act of listening or paying attention to talents and skills of all 
stakeholders (Ash et al., 2013). Through these conversations principals set the direction, 
organized teaching and the curriculum, facilitated professional learning, established a supportive 
environment, and developed resources with school stakeholders that supported the connection 
between teacher commitment and student achievement (Anderson, 2017; Adams et al., 2017). 
Increasing teacher learning capacity and continuous improvement translated into increased 
student achievement—the primary goal for all schools. 
24 
 
Retention and student achievement. The work of school leaders everywhere includes 
improving student achievement. This emphasis was especially important considering the 
increasing demands of school accountability nationwide. Branch et al. (2013) found that “highly 
effective principals raised the achievement of a typical student in their schools by between two 
and seven months of learning in a single school year” in Texas (p. 63). The researchers found 
that the “impact of having a principal one standard deviation more effective than the average 
principal was as much as seven additional months of learning in a single year” (Branch et al., 
2013, p. 65). A body of research throughout the United States has connected the length of 
leadership service to the success of students regardless of leadership effectiveness. In fact, 
“schools led by fewer principals during a 10-year period outperformed schools that had 
experienced greater principal turnover” (Huff et al., 2011, p, 76). For example, students in 
Kentucky showed growth in achievement test scores when superintendents served in the same 
district for more than five years (Simpson, 2013). A connection between principal longevity and 
student achievement could also be seen. Two different studies in Georgia found that schools led 
by fewer principals outperformed schools that had experienced greater turnover, especially in 
Grades 3 and 5 where student achievement scores were higher in schools with greater principal 
stability (Brockmeier, Starr, Green, Pate, & Leach, 2013; Huff, et al., 2011). From their study of 
principals in Texas, Fuller & Young (2009) indicated that elementary schools had the highest 
principal retention rates, especially in suburban districts. They also determined that retention 
rates were influenced by student achievement gains in the principal’s first year of employment. 
Hochbein and Cunningham (2013) revealed research from a Midwestern metropolitan 
school district where principals serving for at least four years demonstrated greater rates of 
student success compared to their less experienced peers. A study in New Jersey reported a 
significant association existed between principal length of service and student performance on 
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the state mandated math test. As the principal’s years of service increased, students’ math 
proficiency also increased (Babo & Postma, 2017). They reinforced the idea that the 
complexities of school leadership required principals to remain at a school long enough to 
maintain continuous and persistent effort that influenced overall school success.  
From building school cultures to improving student achievement, school principals 
employed a variety of leadership strategies to get the job done. Successful principals were 
intuitive, informed, and strategic (Day et al., 2016). They built cultures that promoted staff and 
student engagement while also raising students’ achievement levels in ways that made applying 
leadership practices (not the practices themselves) the differential for success (Day et al., 2016). 
Day et al. argued that 
 schools’ abilities to improve and sustain effectiveness over the long term are not 
primarily the result of the principals’ leadership style but of their understanding and 
diagnosis of the school’s needs and their application of clearly articulated, 
organizationally shared educational values through multiple combinations of 
accumulations of time and context-sensitive strategies that are “layered” and 
progressively embedded in the school’s work, culture, and achievements. (p. 222) 
 
Summary 
Despite understanding why principals left the field and the research that explained the 
effects of principal attrition, little research has examined why principals choose to remain in the 
field. Legislation and accountability coupled with inexperience and lack of support reflect 
reasons why principals have been leaving the field. Student demographics could impact student 
achievement, which also influenced principals to leave their positions. The disruption in 
sustainability efforts because of continuously changing principals could negatively impact 
schools. It may be clear how schools benefited from principal retention through continuous 
leadership practices that built a strong culture and impacted student achievement, but little has 
been studied about the aspects principals value as important for leadership retention. The next 
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section explains the methodological approach used to find out more about the aspects that 
influence principal retention. Chapter 3 includes the research design, population, materials, data 
collection, and analysis procedures. 
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Chapter 3: Research Method 
Principal retention has been an ongoing challenge for school districts around the country 
(Mascall & Leithwood, 2010). Principals have been leaving the field for a variety of reasons, 
including accountability pressures (Gonzalez & Firestone, 2013), complexity of the job (Mehta, 
2015), lack of support (Hansen, 2018), and compensation (Tran, 2017). Principals had a variety 
of pressing responsibilities including personnel issues, student discipline, parent concerns, 
community perceptions, and ensuring academic success for all students (Huff et al., 2011). The 
role of principal continued to change due to the increasing demands of school accountability 
nationwide and the focus on principals making a more direct impact on student achievement 
(Brown, 2016).  
Qualitative research evaluates life as it is lived (Saldaña & Omasta, 2018). The purpose 
of this qualitative research case study with multiple participants was to investigate principal 
retention from the perspective of elementary school principals. I sought to find out how 
elementary school principals in Central Texas described the experiences that influenced their 
longevity in the field. More specifically, I wished to address the following research questions:  
Q1. What were the primary factors that contributed to the decision of principals to remain 
in the principalship? 
Q2. What were the primary factors that contributed to the decision of incumbent 
principals to leave the principalship? 
This chapter describes the research design, research method, and provides a discussion 
about data collection and analysis. Lastly, the chapter examines ethical considerations, 
assumptions, limitations, and delimitations concerning the proposed qualitative study about 
principal retention. 
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Research Design and Method 
The framework and plan for researching principal retention included epistemological, 
theoretical, and methodological premises as proposed by Saldaña & Omasta (2018). They 
suggested that the “method’s primary purpose is to provide a rich medium for examining the 
human condition” (Saldaña & Omasta, 2018, p.146). This study was defined as a case study 
about principals’ perceptions of retention and attrition. The boundaries of the case are elementary 
school principals in Central Texas who have served in the field for five or more years or who left 
the field within the last two years. Case study, as a method, was appropriate for researching 
principal retention because it is an empirical method that investigates a contemporary 
circumstance within a real-world context (Yin, 2018). Stake (2006) asserted that cases in a study 
can be an arena for bringing many “functions and relationships” together for study because 
experiencing the activity of the case in the context of the situation in which it occurs shapes the 
activity, the experience, and the interpretation of the activity (p. 2). This case study consisted of 
data analyzed from interviews with principals, a focus group experience, and student 
demographic data from each school.  
I conducted interviews using a semistructured interview protocol (Appendix A). 
Semistructured interviews provide a degree of structure but also allow the interviewer leeway to 
adjust along the way based on the results of their “in-interview” analysis (Saldaña & Omasta, 
2018, p. 92). Brinkmann (2013) asserted the value of qualitative interviewing through the natural 
way humans use conversation to gain knowledge about others. In this study, I recorded 
interviews and analyzed data using a variety of coding methods. Codes, or one-word 
representations of larger data, developed into analytic memos and helped identify categories, 
themes, and concepts regarding aspects and experiences of leadership that influenced principal 
retention (Saldaña & Omasta, 2018). My qualitative case study, which includes the perceptions 
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of a variety of principals employed in diverse school districts in Central Texas, helped determine 
how experiences affect principal retention and identified the factors that motivate leaders to stay 
across many settings so that school improvement is maximized on a larger scale. Data from this 
case study predicted similar results or forecasted contrasting results but for understandable 
reasons (Yin, 2018). 
I also conducted a focus group with the same principals to gain conversational 
interactions and “build on one another’s ideas” regarding principal retention (Saldaña & Omasta, 
2018, p. 93). Together in the focus group session, participants viewed a 10-minute news 
broadcast titled Training and Retaining Great Principals in Urban Schools, which aired on PBS 
in 2013 (PBS, 2013). After viewing the video, participants responded to follow-up questions 
regarding their thoughts about the content of the video (Appendix B). I recorded the focus 
group’s discussion and analyzed it for patterns. I compared patterns from the interviews to either 
strengthen the patterns from the interview or provide additional perspectives about principal 
retention that did not originally surface during the interviews.  
Lastly, I collected school demographic data about ethnicity and socioeconomic status and 
compared it to leadership experiences so that connections, if any, could be made between 
specific school composition and its influence on leadership experiences. I charted comparisons to 
reflect any patterns or trends. Data collected from multiple case studies, the focus group, and 
school demographic data helped achieve triangulation for the study. Stake (2006) stated that 
triangulation is considered a process of using multiple perceptions to clarify meaning while also 
checking the repeatability of an experience. Yin (2018) confirmed this idea by commenting that 
triangulation helps develop “convergent evidence” from multiple sources to gain increased 
measures of the same phenomenon (p.128). A combination of data and the credibility of findings 
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across the data from at least three different sources helped ensure “more dimension” to the 
overall data surrounding principal experiences (Saldaña & Omasta, 2018, p. 99; Stake, 2006).  
Population 
Elementary principals from two urban districts and one suburban district located in 
Region XII of Central Texas who had served at least five years at the same school were the 
population of the study. I selected five years as the desired amount of longevity because it was 
supported by current research related to the expected time it took for principals to positively 
impact student achievement. Hull (2012) reported that principals usually stay at one school for 
three to four years but need five to apply processes and practices that will sustain school 
improvement. Principals who served for at least five years maximized their leverage in creating 
distributed leadership and establishing positive relationships (Mascall & Leithwood, 2010; 
Stone-Johnson, 2014).  
Elementary leaders who left the elementary principalship within the last two years 
comprised a subpopulation for the study. Their insights helped provide an alternate perspective 
about leadership retention. Explanations for leaving the field were compared to the experiences 
of principals who remained in the field to help summarize the variety of principal experiences 
that impact leadership retention. 
Sample 
I selected a sample of 10 principals to ensure both genders were represented. A stratified 
sampling supports a more representative sample of a larger population of elementary school 
principals. I selected participants based on the number of years they had served as a building 
leader (at least five years) or the number of years that they had been away from the principalship 
(no more than two years). Individual school websites helped me contact potential participants via 
email and screen them based on their years of experience. Current principals were able to assist 
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me in locating potential participants that recently left the elementary principalship. They knew 
colleagues that had recently been promoted or knew which schools had recently experienced a 
change in leadership. In most cases, brand new principals were also able to tell me where their 
predecessor had gone. Once identified, I randomly selected participants and recruited them via 
an email invitation to participate in the study. I invited the same sample of principals to 
participate in the focus group. The sample of 10 principals helped reach saturation without being 
repetitive. As data was collected, theoretical perspectives became evident and were instrumental 
in shaping the trajectory of the research (Yin, 2004).  
Instruments 
The study followed IRB ethical guidelines and ACU’s guideline for informed consent 
(Appendix D). After gaining an informed consent, I scheduled interviews and used a 
semistructured interview protocol to collect data from principals. I created the questions for the 
interview protocol and had them vetted by an expert panel of published educators and top-level 
school district leaders including an assistant superintendent of leadership and a director for 
professional human resources. Research from the literature review suggested aspects of 
leadership that influence retention. Questions were designed to identify and describe what 
aspects of leadership were important to principals with regard to remaining in the field. The 
interview protocol avoided asking leading questions or questions that had an obviously desirable 
response in order to minimize social desirability bias or participant compliance (Saldaña & 
Omasta, 2018). I audio recorded interviews and transcribed them using a reliable computer 
application: GoTo Meeting. An independent transcriber helped to limit bias. I took field notes 
during the interviews to monitor principals’ behavior during the process.  
Second, I intended to host a focus group at a venue that was centrally located to all 
participants involved. A computer projector system was going to play the video for the 
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participants, and then I planned to ask a set of follow-up questions to glean the participants’ 
thoughts and reflections on the video; however, finding a central location for all participants was 
a challenge. To make it more convenient, a virtual focus group was held using a feature on GoTo 
Meeting. Participants were all able to connect online, view the broadcast together, and then 
answer the follow-up questions that I created. The follow-up questions were vetted by an expert 
panel of published educators and top-level school district leaders including an assistant 
superintendent of leadership and a director for professional human resources. The focus group 
questions allowed participants to reflect on their own leadership experiences in relation to the 
principals’ experiences in the video. The connections helped compare or contrast experiences 
within the context of principal retention, strengthening the potential for patterns between 
interview responses and focus group responses. I audio recorded the focus group experience so 
that a general transcription was possible. I will destroy all audio recordings, video recordings, 
and transcribed data five years after the completion of the study to ensure additional 
confidentiality. 
Qualitative Data Collection and Analysis Procedures 
I used individual school websites to contact potential participants via email and screened 
them based on their years of experience. Once potential participants were identified, I invited 
principals via email to participate. I emailed an informed consent to interested principals to 
complete, scan, and return to me. Upon receiving a completed consent, I worked with the 
principal to schedule an interview at a mutually agreeable time. 
A prepared interview protocol guided the interview session (Appendix A). I audio 
recorded the interview and also took field notes during the interview. After the interview was 
completed, I used a reliable computer application to transcribe the interviews. I then discussed 
details about a scheduled focus group meeting at this time. I designed focus group questions to 
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provide a structured conversation around the video (Appendix B). I audio recorded the group 
conversation so that I could identify participants as they engage in conversation. I returned 
interview transcriptions to the participant for member checking and to ensure that the participant 
agreed with the interview as it was written. This review helped with the revising and improved 
interpretation of the reporting (Stake, 2006). 
I used the interview transcripts to code data into more manageable units that helped 
expedite analysis using a qualitative research analysis system, in vivo. In vivo coding enabled me 
to organically extract the participants’ own language as an initial system for qualitative data 
analysis (Saldaña & Omasta, 2018). Codes are prompts or triggers for continued reflection for 
category development (Saldaña & Omasta, 2018). After continued reflection of the original 
codes, additional passes using process coding helped transition the uniqueness of in vivo codes 
to identify repeated codes that highlight routines and patterns of action (Saldaña & Omasta, 
2018). Ideally, narrative memos reflected participants’ experiences and allowed for “cross-case 
comparisons” and patterns to emerge (Drago-Severson, 2012, p. 20). Codes were then grouped 
into categories based on a relevant pattern of comparable things (Saldaña & Omasta, 2018). 
Subsequently, I reviewed the codes and transferred them into categories so that analytic filtering 
for clustering categories and creating sub-categories were present. The categories became the 
focus for the next step of analysis where I identified themes that emerged from the pattern of 
ideas in the categories. I reorganized themes into theoretical constructs based on commonality. 
Themes, or final interpretations, are phrases that serve as abstract summations of a set of related 
themes and will help arrive at the study’s final results (Saldaña & Omasta, 2018). 
Lastly, I gained student demographic information for each school represented from the 
Texas Academic Performance Report (Texas Education Agency, 2019). I analyzed student 
demographics in relation to the participant’s views regarding the aspects that influence principal 
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retention. Specifically, I charted student ethnicity and socioeconomic percentages by school and 
compared them to principal responses to question 3e of the interview: How do student diversity, 
as defined by ethnicity and socioeconomic status, and the needs of students influence you to 
remain in the position? A connection between percentages of student ethnicity and 
socioeconomic status with principal responses about how diversity impacts their decision to 
remain in or move away from the principalship further described if and how student diversity 
affects principal retention. Overall, participants (and schools) were identified with a given 
number to differentiate them from another participant. Districts were assigned a letter. I did not 
describe the participants in enough detail to make their identities obvious or evident.  
Yin (2018) suggested following an analytic strategy as a cycle that guides the researcher 
through analysis. The collection of principals served as a case study that, together, reflected 
shared concepts related to principal retention. The focus group video, questions, and discussions 
connected themes from individual interviews to corresponding student demographic data and 
supported triangulation of the data. Together, the analysis from all data points showed attention 
to all of the evidence, investigated rival interpretations, addressed significant aspects, and 
demonstrated familiarity with current thinking about principal retention (Yin, 2018). 
Methods for establishing trustworthiness. When researching within a naturalistic 
inquiry, qualitative studies require effort with establishing trustworthiness through credibility. 
The audience must believe that the researcher conducted the study and the analytic processes and 
outcomes to gain results that make sense and substantiate the process (Saldaña & Omasta, 2018). 
Trustworthiness and credibility were determined through a “carefully conceived and 
implemented” research design (Saldaña & Omasta, 2018, p, 272). I achieved transparency with 
data collection through the number of interviews that I conducted so that saturation occurred. I 
also cited the data collection tool or case study protocol to provide a fair and objective view of 
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results and basis for analysis (Yin, 2004). I utilized uniform questions as a basis for the 
interviews and the focus group exercise. The questions prevented me from influencing the study 
and minimized researcher bias. Strict confidentiality of the study participants contributed to a 
trustworthy study.  
Researcher’s role. I knew some but not all of the participants in the study; however, my 
experience as an elementary school principal assisted in guiding the semistructured interview. 
Although specific questions constituted the interview protocol, possible probes assisted in 
phrasing the inquiry accordingly. I remained objective in the data collection, analysis, and 
interpretation of results recognizing that the goal of qualitative case studies is to have 
participants share as much as possible with minimal direction from me, the interviewer (Saldaña 
& Omasta, 2018). 
Ethical Considerations 
I applied for study approval from ACU’s Institutional Review Board (IRB) prior to data 
collection. Confidentiality and anonymity were protected by giving districts, schools, and 
principals pseudonyms. The geographic area, Central Texas, is the only identifier for the area 
from which participants were selected. Participants were also reassured that their recordings and 
data would be destroyed after five years. Years of experience were the only qualifier for the 
study, meaning no other factors discriminated against a principal from participating. Through the 
use of a detailed informed consent form, participants had succinct and important information 
about the study. Furthermore, the consent forms indicated the minimal risk involved with the 
study and the participants’ rights to leave the study at any time with no repercussions. No data 
collection occurred until ACU’s IRB fully approved the study. 
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Assumptions 
This study was based on several assumptions. First, that principals invited to participate 
in the study were selected appropriately. By contacting principals directly about their years of 
service and only utilizing longevity in the position as a determinant for inviting participants, the 
selection process ensured that participants had similar experiences for the study. Second, that 
participants would speak openly and honestly during the interview. To help justify this 
assumption, I protected the anonymity and confidentiality of each participant. I addressed this 
assumption by providing participants with a general transcription of the conversation and 
assuring them that all audio and video recordings would be destroyed after five years of the 
study. Another assumption was that participants would participate candidly and honestly during 
the focus group exercise. I addressed this assumption by assuring participants that audio and 
video recordings would be destroyed after five years of the study. Lastly, I assumed that 
principals genuinely wanted to participate in the study and had no other motives for being 
involved. I justified this assumption by reiterating to participants that their participation was 
voluntary and that they could withdraw from the study at any time. 
Limitations 
Because this study connected with 10 principals who have either stayed in the field or left 
the field and did not have an equal number of both, this study had limitations in being able to 
apply analytic generalizations. Yin (2018) stated that case study research is only generalizable to 
theoretical propositions, not to populations. The theories that are proposed and based on findings 
lay a foundation for making “analytic generalizations” from the case study (Yin, 2018, p. 24). 
Also, with 10 principals representing three school districts in Central Texas, it is possible that the 
results were limited to the geographic area where the research was conducted. Finally, the focus 
group experience, by nature, offers little confidentiality or anonymity considering participants 
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heard or saw and maybe recognized one another during the experience. This could have affected 
the participants from being open and honest during the experience.  
Delimitations 
Principal perspectives about aspects that influence leadership retention were gathered 
from interviews and a focus group experience. Leadership retention is a vast topic that cannot be 
completely studied through 10 interviews and one focus group exercise. The study did not 
include what participants did not report. 
Summary 
Case study research seeks to explain a contemporary circumstance in which a researcher 
has little or no control (Yin, 2018). My interviews with 10 elementary school principals in 
Central Texas, hosting a focus group experience, and comparing school demographic data to 
participant responses identified the aspects principals value as important for leadership retention 
and how these aspects influence their leadership retention. Such research connected the 
theoretical frameworks explaining how leadership should operate with the contextual 
experiences that occur during the work (Zambo, 2014).  
Chapter 3 identified and discussed the research design and method that were used for this 
qualitative study about principal retention while also providing a discussion about data collection 
and analysis. Lastly, the chapter examined ethical considerations, assumptions, limitations, and 
delimitations concerning the research study. Chapter 4 provides the results of the study. A 
complete analysis of the interview and focus group data along with a discussion of the themes 
that resulted from the data are included. Chapter 4 reports the results of the qualitative data 
relative to the research questions. 
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Chapter 4: Results 
As the researcher of the applied dissertation, I intended to investigate principal retention 
from the perspective of elementary school principals. The main goal was to determine how 
elementary school principals in Central Texas described experiences that influenced their 
longevity in the field. The challenges related to retaining school principals made the 
investigation an important one. Once the data were transcribed, coded, and analyzed for 
meaning, specific themes emerged related to these two research questions: 
Q1. What were the primary factors that contributed to the decision of principals to remain 
in the principalship? 
Q2. What were the primary factors that contributed to the decision of incumbent 
principals to leave the principalship? 
In this chapter I present the process used to investigate the two research questions and the 
results of the investigation.  
Process for Semistructured Interviews 
I wanted to include in my study both incumbent principals as well as principals who had 
recently left the principalship. After receiving IRB approval, I began contacting potential 
participants from school districts in Central Texas. Individual school websites provided contact 
information about campus principals and in some cases, the amount of time the principal had 
been serving at the school. Six incumbent principals who have served for five or more years 
agreed to participate through an email request. I used a variety of approaches to secure 
participants who had left the principalship. I contacted district leaders from around Central Texas 
for their help in identifying principals who had recently left the principalship. I also contacted 
principals who were new to the position to find out where their predecessor might have moved. 
Lastly, I contacted the University of Houston’s Center for Research, Evaluation, and the 
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Advancement of Teacher Education to seek their assistance. Representatives from the university 
indicated that they were unable to provide specific names of principals as it would have violated 
the Family Educational Rights and Privacy Act (FERPA). The most effective approach in 
recruitment of participants who recently left the elementary principalship was asking current 
principals and district leaders if they knew of any colleagues who had recently left the position. 
This informal network helped me locate two principals who had moved into other school related 
positions and two more principals who had left the elementary principalship to become middle 
school principals. Each of the four moves were considered promotions. There were 10 
participants selected for both the interviews and the focus group. Demographics of the 
participants are presented in Table 1. 
Table 1 
Participant Demographics 
Participant Gender Ethnicity Education Level Experience 
101 Male Hispanic Masters 5 years 
102 Male Caucasian Doctorate 7 years 
103 Female Caucasian Masters 7 years 
104 Female Caucasian Masters 1 year 
105 Female African American Masters 7 years 
106 Female Caucasian Masters 5 years 
107 Female Caucasian Doctorate 10 years 
108 Female Caucasian Masters 6 years 
109 Female Caucasian Doctoral Candidate 7 years 
110 Female Caucasian Masters 17 years 
 
Once participants returned their consent forms, I scheduled a virtual interview time using 
GoTo Meeting. All interviews were audio recorded. Three participants chose the feature that 
allowed for video recording. Each participant had a copy of the interview questions prior to the 
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interview. The interviews averaged 30 minutes in length, and I used a semistructured interview 
protocol.  
Process for Focus Group Interviews 
After I conducted the one-on-one interviews, I scheduled two focus group meetings with 
the same 10 participants. One meeting was with the group of six current principals and the other 
meeting was with the four principals who left the elementary role within the last two years. 
Three of the six current principals participated in their focus group and all of the four former 
elementary principals participated in their focus group. Each focus group met virtually and 
together they viewed a 10-minute news broadcast titled Training and Retaining Great Principals 
in Urban Schools, which aired on the Public Broadcasting Service in 2013. I shared the video 
through the screen sharing feature in GoTo Meeting. Principals answered the focus group 
questions in a group discussion. Participants had a copy of the focus group questions prior to the 
meeting. The focus group meetings averaged 30 minutes in length and the group discussions 
were audio recorded. 
Process for Reviewing Student Demographic Data  
Lastly, I reviewed student demographic data located in the state’s annual accountability 
report—the Texas Academic Performance Report (TAPR)—from the participants’ campuses. 
The TAPR report is published annually by the state and contains comprehensive information 
related to a district or campus. Information includes student demographic breakdown by student 
and staff, assessment results by content and grade level within student demographic categories, 
fiscal expenditures per student, salaries for staff, staff years of experience, staff retention rates, 
student attendance percentages, and staff and student mobility rates. For current principals, I 
reviewed the most recent report, which was the 2017–2018 report. For principals who left the 
elementary principalship, I reviewed the report from the last year they served as principal, 
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depending on when they left the school. After collecting the data from the semistructured 
interviews, focus group interviews, and TAPR reports, I began the analysis process.  
Emerging Themes 
A combination of in vivo and process coding techniques helped identify themes that 
reflected as the most common thinking of participants. Several themes surfaced as the most 
influential factors that contributed to the decisions of current principals to remain in the 
principalship or of incumbent principals to leave the elementary principalship. These themes 
were leadership beliefs, giving and getting support, and complex job responsibilities. 
Theme 1: Leadership beliefs. A common thread among all of the participant responses 
was their subscription to the moral imperative of being a principal. Whether they were a current 
principal or one that had recently left the elementary principalship, principals spoke about their 
inherent need to make a difference. This finding helped identify how their beliefs about 
leadership influenced their retention in the field. Regardless of their current role, participant 
beliefs about leadership became apparent in their answers to why they wanted to become a 
principal or what they found desirable about the job. Thoughts about leadership beliefs were also 
apparent in responses about how accountability and student diversity influence leadership 
retention. Words and phrases such as make an impact, invest, dig deep, obligation to all kids, up 
to me, ensure learning, called to serve, expand my control, make a difference, and lead by 
example were heard repeatedly over the course of every interview and reinforced how leadership 
beliefs fueled participants’ desires to be school leaders. Participant 105 illustrated this in her 
description of when she knew she wanted to become a school principal. She said, “Wanting to 
dig that much deeper into instruction and how to improve teaching and learning for kids . . . led 
me to going into administration so I could do that.” This was immediately reinforced with her 
answer to what was desirable about the job. She replied that  
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I think the thing that kind of led me to become a principal is the same thing. That kind of 
keeps me serving as a principal and that is really just a desire to prepare kids to be 
confident, responsible adults who can chart their own future of what they want to be 
when they grow up and kids having the power to be able to do that as adults starts with us 
empowering them as kids, especially in the elementary school years so that they are well-
equipped to be whatever they choose to be, whatever that might be. So just a notion that I 
can take the lead and create an atmosphere that makes it possible for kids to be able have 
that kind of power is pretty incredible. 
 
All of the participants talked about the sense of duty they felt in impacting positive 
change at their schools. Seven participants cited students and student success as the most 
important aspect that influenced retention in the field. Even in light of other influences, such as 
accountability and building relationships with teachers, the overarching belief around making a 
difference was the strongest. Related to assessment and accountability, participant 101 reinforced 
this when he said, “I want them [students] to taste that student achievement only because I know 
how important it is.” He also said, “In life there is going to be a challenge and they [students] are 
going to have to meet it.” Both comments show his beliefs about leadership superseding his 
beliefs about assessment and accountability. The same principal also prioritized his leadership 
beliefs and his sense of urgency for student achievement over building relationships. This was 
reflected when he said that 
you want to build relationships with adults and staff members because they will make the 
biggest change; however, there’s some time limits to that because in the background, 
when you are trying to do that, there’s students that are either progressing or not 
progressing and you can’t really run the risk of allowing them to go a whole year with 
bad instruction . . . although relationships are still important, it’s very important, there’s a 
bigger thing going on there for students—higher stakes for them. 
 
School situations and contexts that allowed principals to maintain their beliefs about 
leadership supported principal retention in the field. Leadership beliefs were so important that if 
or when principals felt their beliefs contradicted those of the district, that was a reason to leave 
the principalship. Participant 104 stated, “My philosophy and the district’s philosophy didn’t 
quite align” and “I feel like once you realize that you’re not the right fit, you’re not who or what 
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that particular school or district needs, that it’s the mature decision to step aside and let someone 
else who might be a better fit take over and do what’s right for those students.” When asked if 
there was anything that could have influenced her decision to stay, she promptly stated, “No.” 
Furthermore, participant responses about compensation reinforced the idea that their 
moral obligation to making a difference was more important than a job defined by getting a 
paycheck. Four of the current principals did not cite compensation as an influence for remaining 
in the field. None of the four principals who recently left the elementary principalship cited 
compensation as an influence for leaving. Related to compensation and its lack of influence on 
retention, participants used words and phrases such as it doesn’t motivate me, it’s not a huge 
thing, it has nothing to do with it [leaving], don’t give it much thought, not a reason at all, never 
really thought about it, and not a deal-breaker. Several principals (109, 103, 110) responded that 
they could be making more money by doing something else, so compensation was not a factor in 
being a school principal. Participant 107 saw compensation as a way for the district to support 
her; therefore, she felt consistent pay raises communicated positive support from the district and 
it was the idea of support, not compensation, that influenced her to remain in the principalship. 
She reported, “I think it’s a huge influence [for remaining in the position]. I started in 1979, so 
I’m almost 40 years into it and every year I have received a raise but one. I think it’s a huge 
factor that you have that support from the school board who represent the public.” 
Participant 102 also made a connection between compensation and district support when 
he stated that  
I think more important than the compensation is what does the district and what does the 
leader do to value the people in it. You can pay me whatever you want. But if you treat 
me like a professional and if you treat me like a valued member of your organization, that 
means so much more to me, in some cases, than what’s in the paycheck. 
 
This reflected why compensation did not influence his retention. He went on to state, “I don’t 
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feel like we’re getting paid what we should be getting but it’s not a deal-breaker because it 
doesn’t feel like anybody’s getting paid what they deserve.” 
Participant 106 felt she was not compensated for her hard work, but she remained in the 
principalship regardless. Participant 104 had left the principalship, but not because of 
compensation. In fact, she knowingly took a pay cut to take the principal position and again 
when leaving the principalship. She stated, “The compensation was not a factor in it [leaving] 
whatsoever.” 
Compensation came up in the focus group interviews as well. When participants were 
asked to choose between a culture of allowing a principal to do their job or monetary incentives 
as the most impactful influence on principal retention, every participant in the focus groups 
(whether current or recently left the elementary principalship) selected a culture of allowing a 
principal to do their job. Participant 109 recently left the elementary principalship to lead at a 
specialty middle school campus that was also categorized as improvement required, a state 
accountability designation based on campus student achievement and that requires a variety of 
different interventions that include improvement planning and continuous monitoring from the 
state (Texas Education Agency, 2019). She stated the following regarding this issue: “The only 
reason we [the school] have been able to make as much progress this year is because they 
[central office] trusted me to do this job.” 
Leadership beliefs showed to be the most significant influence regarding principal 
retention. The strong desire to make a difference for students overshadowed many other factors 
related to a principal’s work such as accountability, or motivations for doing the work such as 
compensation. The freedom to use those beliefs to do what is needed for the job outweighed the 
desire to be paid more. Leadership beliefs were so important that principals considered leaving 
the role when their leadership beliefs were not aligned to those of the district, impacting principal 
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retention. 
Theme 2: Giving and getting support. Support—giving it and getting it—was heavily 
emphasized throughout the one-on-one interviews and focus group conversations. Part of the 
participants’ leadership beliefs included helping students by supporting teachers and other adults 
that work with students. Giving others support was important to principals in doing their work. It 
was commonly discussed when asked what was desirable about the job, if or how their beliefs 
about leadership had changed, and in the aspects that were most important about remaining in or 
leaving the elementary principalship. Words and phrases such as relationships, help others, 
assisting families, teachers need support, working with people, bank people’s trust, servant 
leader, developing teachers, collaborating, and building others were used to describe the 
inherent need to support others through the principalship. Participant 109 recently left the 
elementary principalship to take a position leading a specialty campus that struggled, according 
to state accountability reports. Even though she left one venue for another, she connected her 
motivations to support others with her new work as a campus leader when she stated that  
one of the things that keeps me in the position and will continue to keep me in a position 
for a couple of more years is just developing teachers. It’s something I am pretty 
passionate about and it’s been a new paradigm for me because I have all new teachers, 
like 25 of them, and between all of them they’ve got 20 years of experience. They’re so 
young and just seeing what they need keeps me motivated to continue to be here to lead 
them to be the best they can be. 
 
Three more principals (105, 107, and 110) cited collaboration, supporting and building 
the team, and the people they work with as the most important aspects in remaining a school 
leader. Even though they recently left the elementary principalship, two participants (104 and 
108) cited their beliefs about servant leadership and being a servant leader as key to their work as 
leaders and supporting others. When participant 102 was asked about the most important aspects 
in remaining a school leader, he said, “Just getting to work with the people I get to work with . . . 
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it makes a difference when we’re helping teachers to do their job better.” 
Getting support was also very important to school principals and another factor related to 
retention. When asked how support influenced their retention, all participants remarked about it. 
The majority of the participants stated it was “huge” or “a big deal.” Participants described 
support using words and phrases such as relationship with the district, staffing, professional 
development, training, networking, and opportunities for growth. Even though she recently left 
the elementary role to become a middle school principal, participant 103 remained in the same 
district. She cited getting support as the most important aspect that influenced her to remain a 
school principal when she said, “Support from admin and knowing that I can pick up the phone 
and call when I am in a sticky situation . . . is very important for me to know that it’s okay to ask 
for their help.”  
A lack of support was reported as a reason why principals would consider leaving the 
elementary principalship, or worse, why they did leave the elementary principalship. Participant 
102 described a previous experience before relocating to Central Texas where he did not feel 
supported and was considering leaving the principal position for work outside of leadership. He 
said, “I was going to leave [the principal position] if I had stayed in [other state]. I had been 
offered an equivalent to a region job and it [leaving] had a lot to do with not feeling supported.” 
Participant 104 did leave the principal position and made the following remarks about getting 
support: 
With me coming from a larger district where I had served and seeing how that district 
supported their teachers and their staff and then going to a district where it seemed like 
they were in the infancy stages of that, it was pretty frustrating. Because you can’t 
unknow what you know, it was frustrating the lack of support . . . the resources weren’t 
there. 
 
Support from the district was also a central theme in the focus group discussions. 
Participants reflected upon a television broadcast about a leadership preparation program where 
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principal interns were mentored by veteran principals in the field. Every participant in the focus 
groups agreed that support through mentoring was critical, mandatory, or key in the success of 
principals. Participant 102 reinforced his answers about support from the one-on-one interviews 
when he told the group the following: 
I think some type of support system is mandatory or should be mandatory. I have been 
places where I feel like I’ve been out there by myself and I’ve been places where I feel 
like there’s been good support systems and a structure in place and I feel I was most 
successful when I had those people to call and just the feeling of being supported. 
 
Participant 110 stated, “I think they [intern preparation programs] are key to retention 
because the support from other principals is key to success because it nurtures each spirit and 
you’re not in there alone.” Participant 104, having recently left the principalship, remarked, 
“When there’s a lack of an effective mentor, I think it really plays a part in your role.” 
Giving and getting support was a major theme noted by the participants regarding their 
retention. Connected to leadership beliefs, principals needed to be able to give support to others 
in their work as leaders; this strengthened their retention in the field. Principals also needed to 
receive support and feel supported from central office. When this was not apparent, principals 
were more likely to leave the principalship. 
Theme 3: Complex job responsibilities. Principals consistently referred to the 
challenges connected to their job responsibilities when responding to questions about their 
anticipations about the job, if there were any surprises after taking the job, and if their beliefs 
about leadership had changed. Some of the words and phrases used by principals included 
keeping up, huge responsibility, every single day, all-consuming, quick on your feet, so many 
responsibilities, a lot of different tasks, and full-time. A thread connecting job responsibilities 
with leadership beliefs remained apparent throughout the responses. All of the current principals 
agreed that while they were responsible for a lot of different tasks, it was worth it. In fact, when 
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asked how the responsibilities affected retention, participant 107 reported, “I thrive on it 
[responsibilities].” Participant 102 mentioned that the “constant change keeps you coming back.” 
Participant 105 summed it up best when she said that 
it’s amazing work and there are so many responsibilities from academics to budget, 
school improvement, building teacher capacity, having an orderly environment—there’s 
so many things that entails, all those pieces. They all work together towards one goal . . . 
but, again, as a principal, I just really try to keep an eye on [it] all; those things are 
important so that we can ensure and support the fact that learning is happening. 
 
Of the four principals who recently left, three of them described how the job 
responsibilities affected their decision to leave the position. Participant 109 left her smaller 
elementary school for a larger middle school campus because a larger team made the job and 
responsibilities “doable.” She noted that she was “worn out” without the additional support. 
Participant 104 reported that it was “wearing to be the ultimate problem-solver.” Participant 108 
noted that leading a campus identified as improvement required added more tasks and “people 
that you are accountable for.” While she stated that it was not more than she could handle, she 
also noted that her motivation for leaving the principalship was to have better work hours and 
less stress. 
The conceptual framework related to shared or distributed leadership became apparent 
during the conversation with principals about job responsibilities. Participant 102 spoke about 
his continued efforts at doing more to “utilize teacher leaders.” He expanded on this by saying, 
We need to use our teacher leaders because they’re the smart people in the schools and 
they’re the ones working in the trenches with the kids . . . you know, so I am not doing all 
the work . . . where you have to give up some of that control. I don’t need to be in charge 
of everything. Teachers can make staff development, teachers can help determine what 
some of our procedures are going to be because they are the ones actually carrying them 
out. 
 
The focus group conversations connected shared or distributed leadership to job 
responsibilities as well. When asked if sharing leadership affected their retention, all of the 
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principals who participated in the focus group experience agreed that it did. Participant 102 
reinforced what he said in his one-on-one interview when he stated, “Sharing the leadership is 
embracing other leaders in the building and not realizing that we’re the only one that has that 
capacity.” Participant 110 stated, “When you share the leadership you have a team that promotes 
the vision and culture so that you can improve.” Participant 104 further confirmed the 
connections between shared leadership and principal retention when she said,  
That really changes a culture if you allow your stakeholders to have a voice in what 
happens, and I think that empowers the principal on that campus even more to move 
forward and do the things he or she needs to do to make the campus successful.  
 
These responses reflected how sharing leadership impacts the principals’ job 
responsibilities and supports the combined efforts toward the collective goal—making a 
difference by improving teaching and learning. In other words, participants attested that their job 
responsibilities are a vehicle to employ shared or distributed leadership to help do the work. This 
dynamic helps retain principals in the field. 
Comments about job responsibilities included managing the expectations related to state 
assessments and accountability. Participants used words and phrases such as necessary evil, fuzzy 
math, student growth, good purpose, hard, keeps us on track, and ulterior motives to describe 
their thoughts about state testing and accountability. Most of the current principals agreed that 
being held accountable to student growth was expected and understandable. Participant 105 
stated, 
I want to see results and we should all want to see; that’s how we can begin to know if 
what we’re doing in our school is working or not. So, although there’s things about our 
accountability system that maybe I don’t necessarily agree with, I think the core of why 
the system is there is for a good purpose. 
 
Participant 106 echoed this sentiment when she remarked, “The system is hard on schools 
and teachers . . . it’s important because it keeps us on track.” Participant 101 said he enjoyed the 
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accountability. Participant 107 stated that accountability was the weakest influence causing her 
to leave the position. She stated, “We should have some accountability. Everybody’s goal is for 
students to achieve, that’s what we are all in it for.” This comment was quickly concluded by her 
saying, “That [accountability] is something I will not miss when I retire.” 
Two of the four participants that recently left the elementary role and were both serving 
at campuses identified as improvement required, had different views about accountability. 
Participant 108 spoke about the desire to “find that balance of what you truly believe in as an 
educator in developing and growing that whole child and not just that test.” Participant 104 
extended this idea when she stated, “It’s just one piece and so I would have preferred to have had 
the entire picture looked at rather than just one snapshot.” She affirmed how accountability 
influenced her retention when she said, “The accountability piece played a huge role in my 
decision to leave the principalship.” 
Complex job responsibilities that included managing state assessment and accountability 
expectations was a major theme related to principal retention. Conceptual frameworks tied to 
shared or distributed leadership were cited as opportunities for principals to share job 
responsibilities and strengthen the work of the school. Principals were most satisfied with 
fulfilling their responsibilities and therefore more inclined to remain in the position when they 
could share the work with others. 
Themes as Evidenced by Methods 
I collected responses from the participants through two methods: semistructured 
individual interviews followed by focus group interviews at a later time. This section will present 
the responses in that order.  
In the first semistructured interview question I asked participants to state their name, 
current position, a description of what their position entails and how long they have served in 
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this position. I then asked the second interview question: “Please describe the point in which you 
decided you wanted to become a principal.” Additional subquestions included the following: (a) 
What is desirable about this job; (b) Did the job turn out to be what you anticipated; (c) Have 
there been any surprises while serving as principal; and (d) Have your beliefs about leadership 
changed since your first year in the role? These questions allowed participants to reflect on their 
motivations for becoming a leader and the early stages of their work. They allowed for principals 
to compare their beliefs from when they started to how they feel now.  
Leadership beliefs and semistructured interviews. All of the participants 
communicated how they saw the step into the principalship as an extension of being a classroom 
teacher or assistant principal. Two of the principals spoke of choosing education as a second 
career. This was a decision made after they found their first career to be unfulfilling or because 
of downsizing. Participant 101 said that he found it desirable to affect more students and 
influence more things than what was possible as a teacher. He said, “I wanted a little bit more. I 
wanted to expand my control of some of the things.” Participant 107 stated that she found the 
opportunity to influence change as most desirable. 
Giving and getting support and semistructured interviews. Regarding support, 
participants 109 and 110 spoke about the desire to support teachers and kids as what they found 
the most appealing about becoming a principal. Participant 109 stated, “[Being principal] is the 
best of both worlds because I get to work with the kids . . . and I get to work with teachers and 
help develop their skills in order to improve the learning process.” Participant 110 stated, “The 
desirable part is supporting the teachers and promoting public education.”  
All participants commented how important it was to also have the support they needed to 
do their jobs. A lack of support was a significant influence on why two principals (104 and 109) 
left the principalship. Having enough support or the right kind of support was a tremendous 
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influence on why the six current principals (101, 102, 105, 106, 107, and 110) remained in the 
position. Of the principals who left, participants 103 and 108 remarked how important it was to 
be supported but that it was not an influence on leaving the principalship. 
Compensation was seen as a type of support. About compensation, 8 of the 10 
participants stated this had no influence on their decision to remain in the principal role or to 
leave the elementary principal role. Participant 102 stated that no one in education appeared to be 
getting paid fairly for the job they do; therefore, feeling underpaid was irrelevant because 
everyone was underpaid. Participant 105 said, “I don’t give salary much thought at all as I go 
about my day-to-day, week-to-week, year-to-year. I’m most driven by the work because the 
work is so challenging.” Conversely, participant 106 felt that principals were not compensated 
enough for their hard work and that a lack of compensation was an influence toward her future 
retirement. Participant 107 remarked that receiving consistent pay raises for most of her career 
was a positive way for the school board to communicate their support. She felt that compensation 
had an influence on her decision to remain a principal. 
Complex job responsibilities and semistructured interviews. In interview question 3 I 
asked, “What aspects of your work influence (or influenced) you to remain (or move away from) 
being a principal?” Eight of the principals noted that the job responsibilities were the foundation 
for what they were called to do and influenced them to remain in the position. In general, they 
saw their purpose as staying committed to working with others toward student success. 
Participant 106 captured this when she said, “You’re always ready to attend to the needs of the 
school and the families whenever possible.” Two of the principals (104 and 109) noted that the 
smaller size of their campuses and the reduced availability of staff to assist the school affected 
their level of satisfaction for accomplishing the responsibilities of leading the school; therefore, it 
was an influence for leaving the role. All principals agreed that the responsibilities of leading a 
53 
 
campus were tremendous. From the number of responsibilities to the complexity of the 
responsibilities, principals spoke of the pressure that they felt while being responsible for every 
aspect of the school. Out of the six principals currently serving in the role, five of the six stated 
that working with people to help students be successful was the main aspect that influenced them 
to remain in the position. Participant 110 said, “I like my staff. I like supporting my staff. I like 
my community. I like seeing a difference in the success of students that without teachers making 
a difference, they wouldn’t make it.” Regarding the four principals who recently left the 
elementary principalship, half of them stated that opportunities to work with different people or 
larger groups of people were what influenced them to leave the elementary principalship. The 
other half stated that the responsibilities surrounding accountability were an influence on leaving 
the elementary principalship.  
Principals considered accountability as part of their complex job responsibilities. All of 
the current principals indicated that accountability had little to no influence on them staying in 
the principalship. Each of the current principals had similar views about accountability as a 
necessary factor in educating students. Participant 106 said, “[Accountability] is supposed to 
help us educate our children to a higher degree of learning.” Participants 101 and 105 identified 
the accountability system as the vehicle for measuring student growth and progress as well as 
key goals for their efforts as a leader in their school. Participant 105 further stated that there were 
many parts of the accountability system that she did not agree with but that the “core of why the 
system is there is for a good purpose.” Participants 102 and 107 discussed that the reasons for 
accountability were good; however, participant 102 questioned the validity of the test and the 
motives for testing when he stated,  
It’s not the accountability that scares you away from the profession. It’s the idiocy of the 
test that doesn’t really measure what they’re saying it measure . . . it’s not the fear of 
being held accountable. It’s the fear of people using the information for ulterior motives. 
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Participant 107 mentioned that everyone should have some accountability because 
everyone’s goal is for kids to achieve, but it is something she would not miss when she retires. 
Out of the four principals who left, two principals stated accountability was a major influence on 
their decision to leave. Participants 104 and 108 were principals during a time when the state 
deemed their campus as improvement required. 
Cross-theme semistructured interview responses. In interview question 4 I asked, 
“What aspects are (or were) most important to you in remaining (or moving away) from being a 
school principal?” Two participants (101 and 103) stated that having support from the district 
(direct supervisor and other departments) was most important in remaining a school principal. 
Two participants (102 and 106) stated that the opportunity to make a difference for students and 
adults was most important in remaining a school principal. Four participants (105, 107, 109, and 
110) said that working with others (the people they worked with, opportunities to develop the 
team, collaboration, and so on) was the most important to them in remaining a school principal. 
Principal 104 stated that the realization of not being the “right fit” for the school district 
influenced her to leave the position. Participant 108 said that the amount of time required to be a 
principal both physically and mentally wore her down and influenced her to leave the position. 
The answers to interview question 5 were varied. I asked, Is there anything you feel 
would influence your decision (or influenced your decision) to leave the principalship? For the 
participants that left the elementary principalship, two of them stated that nothing would have 
influenced them to stay in the position. Participant 103 was undecided and participant 109 stated 
that the stress of community outreach and parent contacts could be something that would 
influence her to leave the principalship. For current principals, three participants (101, 102, and 
105) stated that if their opportunities to make a difference were minimized or if they became 
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ineffective in their efforts, they would decide to leave. Participant 107 said that she would leave 
if she did not feel supported. Participants 106 and 110 mentioned their intention to retire soon. 
Participant 106 said that compensation was a factor in her decision and participant 110 did not 
give a specific influence toward future intentions or motivations.  
In interview question 6 I asked, “Do you feel something, or anything could better prepare 
(or could have better prepared) you for continued work as a school leader?” Seven of the 
participants had a variety of very specific responses that included more training with special 
education and student behaviors, more time to collaborate with successful principals in PLCs or 
mentorships, training for working with the variety of personalities in a school, training about the 
budget, and training about the different roles and systems within the district. Three of the 
participants (104, 108, and 110) felt prepared to be a principal and did not specifically identify 
anything that would have prepared them better. 
Leadership beliefs and focus group interviews. The second method for collecting 
responses was through focus group interviews. The participants were divided into two groups for 
the focused discussion. Group 1 included principals who remained in their position and group 2 
consisted of principals who left their position as principal. There were seven questions discussed 
by the focus groups. 
For focus question 5 I asked, “How do you feel about the Wallace Foundation’s reply to 
principals being properly or improperly matched to the characteristics of the work?” From the 
three participants that responded, all of them felt that principals should be properly matched to 
the characteristics of the work but added that those characteristics may be different based on 
what different campuses need. Participants 104 and 109 agreed that principal placement should 
be deliberate in matching campus needs with leadership styles and leadership beliefs. They 
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further commented that the success of the campus is dependent on the investment of the 
principal, so it is very important to be properly matched. 
Giving and getting support and focus group interviews. For the first focus group 
question I asked, “The video describes mentoring as key in producing capable principals. What 
are your thoughts about how mentorships, either formally or informally, can provide principal 
support?” Three participants between both groups agreed that a support system found through 
mentoring was helpful and necessary. Participant 102 spoke of experiences with and without a 
mentor. He said he felt most successful when he had people to call and the feeling of being 
supported. Participant 104 stated that the lack of an effective mentor can play a role in your 
leadership position. 
In focus group question 2 I asked, “How could the intern preparation program as 
described in this video impact principal retention?” Five of the principals in both groups 
answered this question. They all agreed that programs such as these (internships) would give a 
potential principal the most realistic portrayal of what it was like to be a principal and would 
better prepare them for what they would encounter as a principal. They felt this experience and 
type of support would help interns understand their commitment to leadership better and 
therefore remain a principal longer. Participant 101 stated that the experience would allow the 
intern to see the real challenges a principal would face at a campus. Participant 109 said the 
internship program would provide support in real time and opportunities for the intern to be 
deliberate about their learning. 
In focus group question 6 I asked, “Should principals with potential be better trained and 
should others be let go?” All of the participants that responded to this question agreed that 
training principals was key to their success regardless of their experience level. All principals 
need on-going training and support. Participant 103 stated that principals must continue to want 
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to learn and try new things. Only one participant (104) commented that a pattern of poor 
decisions or a pattern of the school not being where it needed to be warranted making the tough 
decision about letting a principal go. 
For focus question 7 I asked, “In thinking about the most impactful influence on principal 
retention in some of the most difficult schools, of the two choices, which would you say is more 
motivational: a culture of allowing a principal to do their job or monetary incentives?” All of the 
participants, whether they were current or recently left the elementary principalship, agreed that 
the culture of allowing principals to do their jobs outweighed monetary incentives when 
addressing the biggest influence on their retention. Despite leaving the elementary principalship 
to lead a middle school currently designated as improvement required, Participant 109 stated that 
her district’s trust in her to do her job is the reason they have made some success this year. A 
current principal (101) stated that the culture to allow him to implement what was needed and 
support others at the campus was more meaningful than getting paid more. 
Complex job responsibilities and focus group interviews. For focus group question 3 I 
asked, “The Wallace Foundation noted four key findings for what principals should do to be 
successful. How do you feel developing and communicating a vision for a school, supporting a 
culture that values education, sharing leadership with teachers, and concentrating time on 
improving instruction in the classroom impacts principal retention?” All of the participants who 
answered stated that these were completely connected and that you could not have one without 
the others. Participant 101 stated that communicating a vision for the school, not just in words, 
but through actions, would provide the foundation for everything else. Participant 104 remarked 
how culture and shared leadership go hand in hand. She felt that allowing all stakeholders on 
campus to have a voice empowers the principal to move forward in practices that make the 
campus successful. 
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In focus question 4 I asked, “Have any of these key findings personally impacted your 
retention in the field?” All of the principals who participated in the focus group agreed that all of 
these had an impact on their retention. Two principals (102 and 109) spoke of the power behind 
sharing leadership with teachers. They both noted how the principal alone cannot improve 
instruction but when the principal embraces the other people at the school by building trust and 
sharing leadership with them, improvement starts to happen. 
Data Analysis by Theme 
 Each interview was audio recorded and transcribed using the features in GoTo Meeting. 
I read each interview transcription while listening to the audio recordings to ensure that the 
transcripts were accurate. Verified transcripts were sent to each participant for further member 
checking and to strengthen validity of the data. Member checking was completed with each of 
the 10 one-on-one interviews. No principals requested any changes to be made. I also read the 
two focus group transcriptions while listening to the audio recordings to ensure that the 
transcriptions were accurate. 
I began the coding process by using in vivo methods to identify, directly from the 
“participant’s own language,” key words that stood out (Saldaña & Omasta, 2018, p. 121). These 
words were extracted and notated. A second pass, using process coding, helped identify patterns 
within all of the interviews and focus groups. Data were charted into a coding matrix. I created a 
chart with participant responses, by question, to combine the in vivo code with the process code. 
The data were color coded based on the reoccurring process codes that continued to become 
apparent. Codes were categorized to create themes. I used the process codes to re-organize the in 
vivo codes and create categories. I was able to group codes into seven categories that were 
merged into three themes. I charted these into three columns: themes, categories, and evidence 
(codes). (See Appendix C for the interview response codes.) Categories related to the factors that 
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contribute to principals remaining in or leaving the position emerged after one-on-one 
interviews. They were making a difference, pay does not matter, supporting others, feeling 
supported, balancing responsibilities, feeling prepared, and testing. Codes and categories helped 
arrive at themes. 
I charted student demographics from individual campuses to reflect how the ethnicity and 
socioeconomic status of students on a campus influenced the principal’s answer to question 3e of 
the interview. The student demographic categories that I used were the percentage of African 
American, Hispanic, Caucasian, American Indian, Asian, Pacific Islander, students with two or 
more races, and percentage of students considered economically disadvantaged, as reported in 
Table 2. 
Findings Related to Student Demographics 
In interview question 3e I specifically asked participants to describe how student 
diversity, as defined by ethnicity and socioeconomic status, and the needs of students influence 
them to remain in or leave the principalship. Student demographic data were obtained from the 
state’s annual accountability report (TAPR) during the most recent school year of a principal’s 
service (Table 2). Socioeconomic status was defined by the state’s descriptor of economically 
disadvantaged, also defined as the number of students participating in the free and reduced lunch 
program. Participants with an asterisk indicates that they left the principalship within the last two 
years. 
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Table 2 
Demographics by Participant’s Campus 
Note. AA = African American; H = Hispanic; C = Caucasian; NA = Native American; A = Asian; PI = Pacific 
Islander; M = Multiracial; ED = Economically Disadvantaged. The * denotes former elementary principals. Adapted 
from the Texas Academic Performance Report.  
 
All of the participants led at campuses with a diverse student population regardless of 
their district type. Eight of the schools had 50% or more of their students classified as 
economically disadvantaged. Even though participants 103 and 109 left their role, their campuses 
were some of the least diverse with some of the lowest percentages of students who were 
economically disadvantaged. Participants 106 and 110 were at campuses with the most diversity 
and the highest percentages of students who were economically disadvantaged; however, they 
continued to remain in the role. 
Regarding student diversity, four of the principals identified with the at-risk students at 
their school because they had been either an at-risk student themselves or had had significant 
experience teaching at-risk students. All of the principals were keenly aware of the demographics 
   
Percent of Students by Demographic Subgroup 
Participant District Type AA H C NA A PI M ED 
101 A Urban 51.5 25.1 13.2 0.4 1.4 2.0  6.4 82.2 
102 A Urban 22.8 24.7 34.7 0.4 4.6 1.1 11.8 33.1 
  103* B Suburban 10.4 33.7 47.9 0.2 2.2 0.3 5.3 42.4 
 104* C Urban 43.9 31.4 14.8 0.0 4.3 0.0 5.7 81.0 
105 A Urban 46.4 24.1 17.7 1.1 3.2 2.6 4.9 77.5 
106 C Urban 34.3 45.4 13.6 0.2 0.8 0.0 5.7 95.3 
107 A Urban 19.1 53.9 15.2 1.0 1.6 1.8 7.4 82.2 
 108* A Urban 49.3 24.9 13.9 0.4 2.9 2.5 6.2 81.2 
 109* B Suburban 6.2 35.6 53.8 0.4 1.1 0.0 2.9 50.5 
110 A Urban 21.8 45.1 23.4 1.1 1.0 1.5 1.6 87.5 
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of the students they served, and many of them had only served at-risk students. None of the 
principals specifically noted that student diversity was an influence on remaining in or leaving 
the principalship. Their expectations that all students can learn showed in their responses. 
Participant 104 said, “We had the highest proportion of poor students, but we made the most 
gains on our testing. We showed the most growth out of any school in the district.”  
Participant 101 connected his reasons for being a leader to the population of students he 
served. His beliefs extended into the desire for all students to have the best opportunity to learn. 
He noted how he reminds his teachers that they must focus on the things they can control and 
that’s it. He believes that student needs cannot be an “excuse for not pushing students as far as 
they can go.” Participant 105 echoed these sentiments when she stated that she does not allow 
her staff to use the challenges of students that make them at-risk to be an excuse for not 
achieving. She models and expects others to model the mindset that “our kids, too, can do this.” 
Their responses reflected how student diversity enriches their beliefs about how all students can 
learn, which would make it an influence on them remaining in the field.  
Summary 
In this chapter I introduced the study with a review of the research questions that were 
investigated. I reviewed the processes that were used to conduct the study and provided an 
analysis of the one-on-one interviews, focus group experiences, and student demographic data. 
Furthermore, I discussed the three major themes that emerged from the investigation and 
indicated how the qualitative data related to the research questions. In chapter 5, I discuss the 
findings, describe the implications for practice, make recommendations for future research, and 
provide a conclusion.  
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Chapter 5: Discussion, Conclusions, and Recommendations 
Principal retention has become a growing concern considering the indirect effect 
principals have on student achievement through their influence on people, purposes, and goals of 
the school, school structures and social networks, and organization culture around curriculum, 
instruction, and discipline (Coelli & Green, 2012; Dhuey & Smith, 2014; Fuller & Young, 2009). 
High levels of principal turnover can disrupt the school’s effort to enhance student outcomes 
through interactions with teachers over time (Hitt & Tucker, 2016). The purpose of this study 
was to identify factors that influence elementary principals to remain in the position. Two 
research questions guided this study:  
Q1. What were the primary factors that contributed to the decision of principals to remain 
in the principalship? 
Q2. What were the primary factors that contributed to the decision of incumbent 
principals to leave the elementary principalship? 
This case study included analyses of data collected from elementary school principals in 
Central Texas who had served for at least five years or who had left the elementary principalship 
within the last two years. I collected the data through semistructured interviews, focus group 
discussions, and a review of student demographic information from the campuses represented. In 
vivo and process coding techniques were used to analyze the data. I identified several emerging 
themes that helped illustrate the factors that influenced elementary principals to remain in the 
field as well as the factors that led to principals to leave the elementary principalship. 
In chapter 5, I present the interpretation of research findings and related 
recommendations. The specific implications of each of the major themes are addressed, and 
recommendations for action regarding principal retention are identified. I also included 
reflections and conclusions in the chapter. 
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Interpretation of the Findings 
Q1. What were the primary factors that contributed to the decision of principals to 
remain in the principalship? Principals had a greater likelihood of remaining in their position 
when they could exercise their leadership beliefs, give and get support, and collaborate with 
others regarding their complex job responsibilities. The inherent need to make a difference, 
through their leadership role, was the strongest influence on their retention in the field for all 
participants. This finding was noted in their sense of duty for affecting positive change and 
improving student success. Their need to make a difference combined with their sense of duty 
defined the principals’ beliefs about leadership. Participant 107 said it best when she talked 
about the most desirable thing about being a leader was the “change you can make.” 
Principals saw support as the vehicle for living out their leadership beliefs and affecting 
positive change. All of the participants reported needing to have the autonomy to give the 
support to staff members that required it and needing to get support from their district when they, 
as principals, required it. Every participant wove the idea of supporting their staff into the one-
on-one interviews with answers to one or more of the following: what they found most desirable 
about the job; if their beliefs changed about leadership once they got in the role; or what aspects 
influence them the most to remain in the position. Participant 105 stated that she became a 
principal because of a “desire to help others to get better” and that the “power of collaboration” 
with others influenced her to remain in the position. She also reinforced the importance of 
getting support when she stated that 
we have to be learners in this position. We have to stay current on best practice . . . Our 
district is fantastic about providing us with opportunities to get that learning and then also 
the support and the mentorship . . . that’s something that I really, really am appreciative 
about in this role. 
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The importance of receiving support was also reported in the focus group discussion. All 
of the principals commented on the value of mentorship programs as a form of useful support 
and what such support meant to them. Participant 109 connected this type of support to the future 
of schools when she said, “Mentorships is (sic) the key to sustainability . . . especially in low-
income urban schools.”  
Although having complex job responsibilities was satisfying for principals, being able to 
collaborate with others and share these responsibilities with other campus staff members are 
what most influenced principals to remain in the position. Shared or distributed leadership helps 
lighten the load for the principal while strengthening the school’s mission and outcomes because 
more hands are involved in developing the product. It is seen as a collective effort instead of 
something only the principal wants or is doing. Participant 106 stated, “You have to want to be 
an extremely hard worker to a lot of different tasks.” When discussing job responsibilities and 
their impact on retention, participant 102 said that the “constant change that keeps coming at you 
keeps you coming back.” He noted, “My number one thing on my job description is to manage 
change.” Individual interviews and focus group discussion reflected how principals believed that 
sharing leadership responsibilities with other staff affected their retention. During the focus 
group discussion, participant 102 stated, “I think sharing that leadership is an important thing for 
me personally to communicate that we’re all in this together.” 
Surprisingly, compensation was not a factor that contributed to principals remaining in 
the position. Several principals (109, 103, 110) responded that they could be making more 
money by doing something else, so compensation was not a factor in being a school principal. 
Participant 102 summarized this best when he said, “I don’t feel like we’re getting paid what we 
should be getting, but it’s not a deal-breaker because it doesn’t feel like anybody’s getting paid 
what they deserve.” 
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Q2. What were the primary factors that contributed to the decision of incumbent 
principals to leave the elementary principalship? Principals were more likely to leave the 
elementary principalship when their leadership beliefs contradicted the values or beliefs of the 
districts’ leaders. In other words, when district practices did not match what was communicated 
as the district leaders’ values, principals could not connect their leadership beliefs to the 
misalignment. For example, participant 104 was very clear about identifying the sense of 
responsibility that accompanied her leadership beliefs when she said, “It was up to me make the 
decisions that were for the best interest of my students . . . I was the one that could make it or 
break it so to speak.” It was especially meaningful to hear this same participant describe the most 
influential reason for choosing to leave the elementary principalship: 
My philosophy and the district’s philosophy didn’t quite align . . . I feel like once you 
realize that you’re not the right fit, you’re not who or what that particular school or 
district needs, that it’s the mature decision to step aside and let someone else who might 
be a better fit take over and do what’s right for those students. 
 
Principals found it easier to leave the elementary principalship when they did not have 
the opportunity to adequately support the staff or receive the support they needed from their 
district. Participant 109 remarked, “That was a big change for me and this move was that 
[support] when I got to [the new district].” She spoke of systems that were in place regarding 
types of support she could give to her staff and types of support she could get as a principal. 
These supports were a welcome change to what she reported experiencing before in her old 
position as elementary school principal. Participant 108 reported having great support from a 
variety of sources due to the requirements related to leading a campus considered as 
improvement required. She stated it was the amount of time required in providing that support 
that had started wearing her down physically and mentally, which influenced her decision to 
leave the position. Participant 103 said receiving support from central administration was the 
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most important influence in her remaining a school principal even though she was moving from 
the elementary to secondary role. She said, “knowing I can pick up the phone and call when I’m 
in a sticky situation” and that “it’s okay to ask for help” were instrumental in her willingness to 
move positions within the same district when asked. Participant 104 worked in a smaller district 
with limited resources for principals. She reported, “It seemed like they [the district] were in the 
infancy stages of that. It was pretty frustrating the lack of support . . . the resources weren’t 
there.” It was part of the reason why she “came to the decision that I was not the right person for 
that particular school at that particular time.”  
Principals were more likely to leave the elementary principalship when there was a lack 
of opportunity to work with others while leading the school. Participant 109 stated that 
one motivation for me to move [out of the elementary role] was to have a team around 
me to work and so I feel like having the team that I have here makes the job doable and it 
makes it attainable that I can finish those things. 
 
Participant 104 stated that being the “ultimate problem-solver” and “not having people 
really take ownership and initiative for trying to help solve problems” influenced her to leave the 
elementary principalship. Participant 108 reported that being a principal was a “huge 
responsibility” because “ultimately, everything falls back on you.” She said, “It [the work] was 
wearing me down physically and mentally . . . I thought long and hard . . . it was time for me to 
go.”  
As found with the principals who stayed, compensation was not a factor that contributed 
to incumbent principals leaving the elementary principalship. Participant 104 had left the 
principalship but not because of compensation. In fact, she knowingly took a pay cut to take the 
principal position and again when leaving the principalship. She stated, “The compensation was 
not a factor in it [leaving] whatsoever.” 
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Implications for Principal Retention 
First, considering the strong association between principal retention and leadership 
beliefs, it is imperative for school districts to focus on a systematic process that helps select the 
best principal candidates with leadership beliefs that best match the district. This process can 
start with the school districts’ screening and hiring practices such as thoughtful interview 
questions and opportunities for potential principals to provide evidence that exhibits their 
leadership beliefs in a variety of work-related contexts. Furthermore, principals must have 
opportunities to revisit their leadership beliefs and districts must maximize opportunities to 
reinforce the match between principal leadership beliefs and district beliefs. Districts should 
continue to discuss and reflect upon leadership beliefs during specific and purposeful 
experiences at ongoing training and professional development opportunities. This effort will help 
principals to continuously reflect on their leadership beliefs and reinforce their motivations to 
lead with values and beliefs of the districts’ leaders. Lastly, principal evaluations should include 
a section related to the educator code of ethics and leadership beliefs to showcase where 
principals have exercised their beliefs in context of their work. Evaluation results can reinforce 
how principal leadership beliefs support the district leaders’ values and help guide the district in 
strengthening the matches between principal beliefs and district leaders’ values. Research 
suggested that high performing schools are led by principals who created a culture where 
learning was an essential part of everyday, where teachers collaborated regularly, and where time 
for reflection was regularly provided (Ash et al., 2013). These culture-building strategies emerge 
from principal beliefs about leadership; therefore, strategies for establishing and reinforcing 
leadership beliefs influence student outcomes and could help strengthen the retention of school 
leaders. 
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Second, it is expected that school districts would have high expectations for principals 
about the requirements for leading a campus; however, principals must have the opportunity to 
exercise flexibility when providing support for their staff and students. School districts must be 
clear in establishing and communicating nonnegotiables about leadership expectations for 
principals but still allow principals the autonomy to provide a variety of services and 
programming that meet the needs of their staff and students. These services and programming 
could include staffing allocations and personnel to do the work, fiscal resources for materials and 
supplies, access to services and training, and scheduling of time.  
Not only should principals be given the authority to provide support to their staff and 
students, principals need to receive support from the district. Research has suggested that 
principals need the appropriate training and support to face the challenges of their job (Mestry, 
2017). Districts should ensure purposeful practices that provide school leaders with a variety of 
different types of support from a plethora of departments in the district. Districts should consider 
creating mentoring partnerships among school principals to provide collegial support for one 
another. They should consider putting principals into small cadres for professional learning 
community groups that meet consistently for ongoing professional development, chances to 
collaborate, and opportunities for networking. Districts need to provide easy access to the 
operational departments in the district with the expectation that these departments prioritize good 
customer service and act responsively when working with campus leaders. Districts should 
maintain an organizational chart that provides school leaders with an immediate supervisor 
willing to offer advice, keep open lines of communication, relay important information, guide 
decision-making, assist in challenging situations, challenge principal thinking, coach principals 
toward the goals of the district, and encourage them in their work. Whether it is additional staff 
placed to help support the school or collegial relationships between principals, support can come 
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in many forms (Hansen, 2018). These opportunities for principals to give and receive support 
should help their retention in the field. Otherwise, research has indicated that excessive 
interference, lack of autonomy, reduced resources, or lack of mentoring leaves, left principals 
feeling dissatisfied with their role as leader (Fuller & Young, 2009).  
Lastly, school districts should consider helping principals understand and implement 
shared leadership practices in their schools. Research has shown that principals have a variety of 
pressing responsibilities including personnel issues, student discipline, parent concerns, 
community perceptions, and ensuring academic success for all students (Huff et al., 2011). 
Implementing shared leadership practices can help principals with their work. This process 
begins with professional development and training for principals about what shared leadership 
practices are and how they can help principals to share the responsibility of leadership with 
others in the school building. Districts should help principals develop implementation plans for 
specific contexts where principals will begin practicing shared leadership strategies. This 
practice should be followed by principals observing others utilizing the strategies, receiving on-
site coaching and having opportunities for principals to reflect and share about their progress 
with implementing these strategies. Districts should adopt the expectation for principals to 
continue adding more contexts where shared leadership strategies can be used so that they 
become stronger at using the practices. Distributed leadership reinforces a major driver for 
student success—school members, at all levels, becoming agents of change and taking ownership 
of school improvement efforts (Adams et al., 2017). Sharing responsibilities would not only help 
reduce some tasks for principals, it would also strengthen the buy-in and ownership for the work 
in the school by all stakeholders in the school. 
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Recommendations for Action and Further Study 
There are a variety of recommendations for additional research based on the findings and 
limitations of this study. First, researchers might wish to expand this study to investigate the 
leadership perspectives of secondary principals. Secondary campuses are different from 
elementary campuses in many ways, such as the structure of the school day, the schedule for 
instruction, and the configuration of staff. Middle school and high school principals could 
identify factors that influence principal retention in addition to or that are different from those 
that were included by elementary principals.  
Second, researchers should expand this study to a larger region, the state, or the United 
States. This study indicated findings related to factors that contribute to elementary principal 
retention at urban and suburban schools in Central Texas. Expanding the study to principals in 
other areas of the state or across the United States could significantly broaden the perspectives 
developed or perhaps be different from the ones shared by the elementary principals in Central 
Texas. Principals in other sections of the state or nation could reflect different implications for 
retention based on a difference in school types or student demographics.  
Third, research should include another group of principals—the ones that have recently 
retired. Although retired principals appear to be a group that are leaving the profession as part of 
a natural departure, some principals are retiring early and considering employment in other 
positions both in and out of education. Developing an understanding of their motives for retiring 
early and re-entering the work force could also help explain more about factors that influence 
principal retention. Lastly, because leadership beliefs were shown to be a significant influence on 
principal retention in this study, researchers should consider digging deeper into the motivations, 
contributions, and perspectives that connect principals to their beliefs about leadership. When 
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principals and school districts can better identify their leadership beliefs, districts and principals 
can be better matched to accomplish the work. 
Reflections 
As an elementary principal for nine years, I found the topic of principal retention to be 
personally important. During those nine years I often asked myself what keeps me doing this 
work. Because of my personal reflection on this question, I felt compelled to talk with others and 
determine what factors kept elementary principals inclined to remain in the position. In light of 
the research suggesting why school leaders leave and how turnover can negatively impact 
student achievement, it seemed imperative to identify how to minimize turnover and strengthen 
retention. Strengthening retention can only begin once we know what impacts it the most.  
Considering that the current principals I spoke with had all served for five or more years, 
six of the 10 participants had been a campus leader long enough to impact and sustain change at 
their school. This finding reflects the research that indicates it takes five years to apply processes 
and practices that will sustain school improvement and maximize leverage in sustaining schools 
over time through distributed or responsible leadership practices (Hull, 2012; Mascall & 
Leithwood, 2010; Stone-Johnson, 2014). These principals communicated experiences that 
reflected how they worked toward the long-term investment in school improvement. Their 
leadership beliefs were consistent with and valued by the districts where they worked. They had 
the opportunity to support their staff with what was needed, and the principals also received 
support from the district when they sought it for themselves. Ultimately, these principals were 
motivated to remain in their position by both the complexities of the work and the opportunity to 
share the work with others. 
Even though four of the 10 principals I spoke to had left the elementary principalship 
within the last two years, they reported how their efforts toward school improvement were 
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minimized because of inconsistencies in the factors that influenced them to stay in the position. 
Their experiences indicated that it is difficult for principals to remain in the role when their 
beliefs about leadership contradicted those of the district where they worked. They stressed that 
they could not remain an elementary principal if they were not given the ability to support their 
staff in the way they saw fit or if they were not getting the support they needed from the district. 
These principals showed that they were unable to remain in the position when the complexities 
of their job responsibilities were more than the staff they had available to share in the work.  
It was invigorating to talk with participants about their experiences in elementary school 
leadership. The 10 participants that I interviewed shared over 72 years of elementary leadership 
experience. Their passion, their challenges, and their perspectives about leadership all funneled 
into contextual experiences that positively affected students on a day-to-day, moment-by-
moment basis. Participants were bold, honest, and transparent in their thoughts about school 
leadership. Their insights made me think about my own ideas regarding principal retention and 
provided perspectives I had not considered before. While I was well acquainted with my own 
beliefs about leadership, I had never considered the direct impact these beliefs had on 
influencing me to remain in the position. I can see now that my deeply rooted commitment to 
serving others and the responsibility I felt toward creating continuous improvement for students 
was a large part of what kept me coming back to the position year after year. The same was true 
about support. I saw support as a means to an end. To me, it was a simple ongoing cycle; I had to 
get support so that I could then give support to others. I never thought about support as a 
necessity for my retention, but it is clear now that it is critical in aiding the work of school 
leaders and strengthening leadership beliefs. Sharing complex job responsibilities was a theme 
that I connected with right away. As a school leader, I subscribed to shared decision-making and 
worked to ensure that my staff had ownership in everything we were doing for students. Sharing 
73 
 
job responsibilities was a major influence on my own retention as a school leader. As an 
elementary principal, I was both challenged and inspired by the opportunity to work with others 
to accomplish our goals and improve student outcomes. I was honored by the opportunity to 
conduct a research study about a topic that I soon learned was incredibly important to those 
involved. The work of these participants showed to be more than a means for making a living, 
but rather a calling for making a difference. 
Conclusion 
In this study I attempted to add to what is known about the factors that contribute to 
principal retention. Using a case study design, I highlighted the factors that helped elementary 
principals to remain in the position and the factors that led some elementary principals to leave 
their position. Findings from semistructured interviews, focus group interviews, and student 
demographic information indicated that leadership beliefs, giving and getting support, and 
sharing complex job responsibilities were the most important factors that influenced elementary 
principals to remain in the field. The results of this study suggest that districts carefully select 
principals with leadership beliefs that best match the values and beliefs of the districts’ leaders 
and continue to emphasize the importance of leadership beliefs in principal work. Districts must 
balance high expectations with a margin of flexibility so that principals can provide the support 
their campus needs. Districts need to provide distinct types of support and lots of it. Lastly, 
districts should train principals and help them implement shared leadership strategies at their 
campus. The implementation of these recommendations by district administration can help 
maximize principal retention for the future. 
74 
 
References 
Adams, C. M., Olsen, J. J., & Ware, J. K. (2017). The school principal and student learning 
capacity. Educational Administration Quarterly, 53(4), 556–584. 
https://doi.org/10.1177/0013161X17696556 
Anderson, M. (2017). Transformational leadership in education: A review of existing literature. 
International Social Science Review, 93(1), 1–13. Retrieved from 
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/328717109_A_REVIEW_OF_THE_LITERAT
URE_ON_TRANSFORMATIONAL_LEADERSHIP 
Ash, R. C., Hodge, P. H., & Connell, P. H. (2013). The recruitment and selection of principals 
who increase student learning. Education, 134(1), 94–100. Retrieved from 
https://eric.ed.gov/?id=EJ1032962 
Babo, G. & Postma, K. L. (2017). The influence of a principal’s length of service on elementary 
school academic performance: A study of one northeastern USA state. ISEA, 45(2), 117–
130. Retrieved from http://newsite.cceam.org/publications/isea/ 
Bass, B. M. (1985). Leadership and performance beyond expectations. New York, NY: Free 
Press. 
Bennett, N., Wise, C., Woods, P. A., & Harvey, J. A. (2003). Distributed Leadership. 
Nottingham, UK: National College of School Leadership.  
Beteille, T., Kalogrides, D., & Loeb, S. (2012). Stepping stones: Principal career paths and 
school outcomes. Social Science Research, 41, 904–919. 
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ssresearch.2012.03.003 
Boberg, J. E., & Bourgeois, S. J. (2016). The effects of integrated transformational leadership on 
achievement. Journal of Educational Administration, 54(3), 357–374. 
https://doi.org/10.1108/JEA-07-2014-0086 
75 
 
Bolden, R. (2011). Distributed leadership in organizations: A review of theory and research. 
International Journal of Management Reviews, 13, 251–269. 
https://doi.org.10.1111/j.1468-2370.2011.00306.x 
Boyce, J. & Bowers, A. J. (2016). Principal turnover: Are there different types of principals who 
move from or leave their schools? A latent class analysis of the 2007–2008 Schools and 
Staffing Survey and the 2008-2009 Principal Follow-Up Survey. Leadership and Policy 
in Schools, 15(3), 237-232. https://doi.org/10.1080/15700763.2015.1 047033 
Branch, G. F., Hanushek, E. A., & Rivkin, S. G. (2013). School leaders matter. Education Next, 
13(1), 62–69.  Retrieved https://www.educationnext.org/school-leaders-matter/ 
Brinkmann, S. (2013). Qualitative interviewing: Understanding qualitative research. New York, 
NY: Oxford University Press. 
Brockmeier, L. L., Starr, G., Green, R., Pate, J. L., & Leach, D. W. (2013). Principal and school-
level effects on elementary school student achievement. NCPEA International Journal of 
Educational Leadership Preparation, 85(1), 46–61. Retrieved from 
http://files.eric.ed.gov/fulltext/EJ1013001.pdf 
Brown III, G. (2016). Leadership’s influence: A case study of an elementary principal’s indirect 
impact on student achievement. Education, 137, 101–115. Retrieved from 
https://eric.ed.gov/?id=EJ1112173 
Can Korkut, I. & Llaci, S. (2016). School leader self-development. Journal of Science, 
Innovation, and New Technology, 1(15), 19–26. Retrieved from 
http://www.ijsint.org/node/10 
Chingos, M. M., & West, M. R. (2011). Promotion and reassignment in public school districts: 
How do schools respond to differences in teacher effectiveness? Economics of Education 
Review, 30(3), 419–433. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.econedurev.2010.1 2.011 
76 
 
Coelli, M., & Green, D. A. (2012). Leadership effects: school principals and student outcomes. 
Economics of Education Review, 31(1), 92–109. 
https://doi.org/10.1013/j.econedurev.2011.09.001 
Creswell, J. W. (2014). Research design: Qualitative, quantitative, and mixed method 
approaches (4th ed.). Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage. 
Cullen, J. B., & Mazzeo, M. J. (2007). Implicit performance awards: An empirical analysis of 
the labor market for public school administrators. San Diego, CA: University of 
California, San Diego. 
Day, C., Gu, Q., & Sammons, P. (2016). The impact of leadership on student outcomes: How 
successful school leaders use transformational and instructional strategies to make a 
difference. Educational Administration Quarterly, 52(2), 221–258. 
https://doi.101177/0013161X15616863 
Dhuey, E., & Smith, J. (2014). How important are school principals in the production of student 
achievement? Canadian Journal of Economics, 47(2), 634–663. 
https://doi.org/10.1111/caje.12086 
Drago-Severson, E. (2012). The need for principal renewal: The promise of sustaining principals 
through principal-to-principal reflective practice. Teachers College Record, 114, 1–56. 
Retrieved from https://eric.ed.gov/?id=EJ1001999 
Dumay, X., Boonen, T., & Van Damme, J. (2013). Principal leadership long-term indirect effects 
on learning growth in mathematics. The Elementary School Journal, 144(2), 226–251. 
Retrieved from https:// https://www.jstor.org/stable/10.1086/673198?seq=1/subjects 
Fink, J. (2018). Power of the principal: How to devote more time and energy to instructional 
leadership. District Administration. Retrieved from 
https://districtadministration.com/power-of-the-principal-in-schools/ 
77 
 
Fuller, E., & Young, M. D. (2010). Tenure and retention of newly hired principals in Texas. 
Retrieved from https://www.casciac.org/pdfs/ ucea_tenure_and_retention_report_ 
10_8_09.pdf 
Gates, S. M., Ringel, J. S., Santibanez, L., Guarino, C., Ghosh-Dastidar, B., & Brown, A. (2006). 
Mobility and turnover among school principals. Economics of Education Review, 25(3), 
289–302. https://doi.org/10.1016.j.econedrev.2005.01.008 
Goldring, R., & Taie, S. (2018). Principal attrition and mobility: Results from the 2016–17 
principal follow-up survey first look (NCES 2018-066). U.S. Department of Education. 
Washington, DC: National Center for Education Statistics. Retrieved from 
https://nces.ed.gov/pubsearch 
Gonzalez, R. A., & Firestone, W. A. (2013). Educational tug-of-war: Internal and external 
accountability of principals in varied contexts. Journal of Educational Administration, 
51(3), 383–406. https://doi.org/10.1108/09578231311311528 
Great Schools Partnership. (2014). Glossary of education reform. [online resource]. Retrieved 
from https://www.edglossary.org/shared-leadership 
Gronn, P. (2000). Distributed properties: a new architecture for leadership. Educational 
Management Administration & Leadership, 28, 317–338. 
https://doi.org/10.1177/0263211X000283006 
Hansen, C. (2018). Why rural principals leave. The Rural Educator, 39(1), 41–53. Retrieved 
from https://files.eric.ed.gov/fulltext/EJ1225147.pdf 
Hardie, R. (2015). Succession planning for sustainable leadership for the school principalship. 
Antistasis, 5(1), 7–10. Retrieved from https://journals.lib.unb.ca 
Hewitt, T. W. (2008). Speculations on a nation at risk: Illusion and realities. Phi Delta Kappan, 
89(8), 575–579. https://doi.org/10.1177/003172170808900808 
78 
 
Hitt, D. H., & Tucker, P. D. (2016). Systematic review of key leader practices found to influence 
student achievement: A unified framework. Review of Educational Research, 86(2), 531–
569. https://doi.org/10.3102/0034654315614911 
Hochbein, C., & Cunningham, B. C. (2013, January). An exploratory analysis of longitudinal 
impact of principal change on elementary school achievement. Journal of School 
Leadership, 23, 64–90. Retrieved from https://eric.ed.gov/?id=EJ1045160 
Huff, T. S., Brockmeier, L. L., Leech, D. W., Martin, E. P., Pate, J. L., & Siegrist, G. 
(2011,Spring). Principal and school-level effects on student achievement. National 
Teacher Education Journal, 4(2), 67–79. Retrieved from 
https://eric.ed.gov/?id=EJ1013001 
Hull, J. (2012, April). The principal perspective: The full report. Center for Public Education. 
Retrieved from https:// 
ftp://ftp.cvsdvt.org/CSD/AgendasWithDetail/2012/May15/3_LeadershipModel.pdf 
Idrees, A. (2018). Training, retaining principals. State Legislatures, 44(8), 9. Retrieved from 
https://www.questia.com/magazine/1G1-559831830/training-retaining-principals 
Jaques, E. (1989). Requisite Organization: The CEO’s guide to creative structure and 
leadership. Arlington, VA: Cason Hall. 
Kokka, K. (2016). Urban teacher longevity: What keeps teachers of color in one under-resourced 
urban school? Teaching and Teacher Education, 59, 169–179. 
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.tate.2016.05.014 
Ledesma, J. (2013, Spring). Narratives of longevity: Why Adventist principals stay beyond 10 
years in one school. Journal of Applied Christian Leadership, 7(1), 36–53. Retrieved 
from https://www.andrews.edu/services/jacl/article_archive/7_1_spring_2013/04-
featurearticles/jacl_7-1_ledesma.pdf 
79 
 
Leithwood, K. & Azah, V. N. (2017). Characteristics of high-performing school districts. 
Leadership and Policy in Schools, 16(1), 27–53. 
http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/15700763.2016.1197282 
Leithwood, K., Day, C., Sammons, P., Harris, A. & Hopkins, D. (2006). Successful school 
leadership: What it is and how it influences pupil learning. Nottingham, UK: DfES 
Publications. 
Leithwood, K., & Jantzi, D. (2008). Linking leadership to student learning: The contributions of 
leader efficacy. Educational Administration Quarterly, 44(4), 496–528. 
https://doi.org/10.1177/0013161X08321501 
Leithwood, K., Patten, S., & Jantzi, D. (2010). Testing a conception of how school leadership 
influences student learning. Educational Administration Quarterly, 46(5), 671–706. 
https://doi.org/10.1177/001316X10377347 
Lipman-Blumen, J. (1996). Connective Leadership: Managing in a changing world. Oxford, UK: 
Oxford University Press. 
Liu, Y., & Bellibas, M. S. (2018). School factors that are related to school principals’ job 
satisfaction and organizational commitment. International Journal of Educational 
Research, 90, 1–19. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ijer.2018.04.002 
Marks, W. (2013). Leadership succession and retention: It’s time to get serious about a principal 
retention policy. Leading & Managing, 19(2), 1–14. Retrieved from 
http://connection.ebscohost.com/c/articles/96370226/leadership-succession-retention-
time-get-serious-about-principal-retention-policy 
Mascall, B., & Leithwood, K. (2010). Investing in leadership: The district’s role in managing 
principal turnover. Leadership and Policy in Schools, 9, 367–383. 
https://doi.org/10.1080/15700763.2010.493633 
80 
 
Masters, G. N. (2010). Teaching and learning school improvement framework. Australian 
Council for Educational Research. Retrieved from https://research.acer.edu.au/cgi/view 
content.cgi?article= 1015&context=monitoring_learning 
Mehta, J. (2015). Escaping the shadow: A nation at risk and its far-reaching influence. American 
Educator, 39(2), 20–26. Retrieved from https://eric.ed.gov/?id=EJ1064157 
Mestry, R. (2017). Empowering principals to lead and manage public schools effectively in the 
21st century. South African Journal of Education, 37(1), 1–11. 
https://doi.org/10.15700/saje.v37nla1334 
Miller, A. (2013). Principal turnover and student achievement. Economics of Education Review, 
36, 60–72. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.econedurev.2013.05.004 
Muir, T, Livy, S, Herbert, S, & Callingham, R. (2018). School leaders’ identification of school 
level and teacher practices that influence school improvement in national numeracy 
testing. Australian Education Research, 45, 297–313. https://doi.org/ 10.1007/s13384-
017-0252-9 
Ni, Y., Sun, M., & Rorrer, A. (2015). Principal turnover: upheaval and uncertainty in charter 
schools. Educational Administration Quarterly, 51(3), 409–437. 
https://doi.org/10.1177/0013161X14539808 
Park, S., Hironaka, S., Carver, P., & Nordstrum, L. (2013). Continuous improvement in 
education. Stanford: Carnegie Foundation for the Advancement of Teaching. 
PBS (Producer). (2013, August 29). Training and Retaining Great Principals in Urban 
Schools [News broadcast]. Retrieved from https://www.pbs.org/video/training-and-
retaining-great-principals-in-urban-schools-1385067622/ 
81 
 
Pearce, C. L. & Conger, J. A. (2003b). All those years ago: the historical underpinnings of 
shared leadership. In Pearce, C.L. and Conger, J.A. (eds), Shared Leadership: Reframing 
the hows and whys of leadership. Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage. 
Player, D., Youngs, P., Perrrone, F., & Grogan, E. (2017). How principal leadership and person-
job fit are associated with teacher mobility and attrition. Teaching and Teacher 
Education, 67, 330–339. https://doi.org/10.106/j.tate.2017.06.017 
Saldaña, J., & Omasta, M. (2018). Qualitative research: Analyzing life. Thousand Oaks, CA: 
Sage. 
Simpson, J. (2013). Superintendent tenure and student achievement. AASA Journal of 
Scholarship & Practice, 9(4). Retrieved from https://eric.ed.gov/?id=EJ1003863 
Snodgrass Rangel, V. (2018). A review of the literature on principal turnover. Review of 
Educational Research, 88(1), 87–124. doi:10.3102/0034654317743197 
Spillane, J. P. (2006). Distributed leadership. San Francisco, CA: Jossey-Bass. 
SRI International. (2010). Evaluation of the Texas high school project: First comprehensive 
report. Retrieved from SRI International: http://policyweb.sri.com/cep 
Stake, R. E. (2006). Multiple case study analysis. New York, NY: The Guilford Press. 
Stone-Johnson, C. (2014). Responsible leadership. Educational Administration Quarterly, 50(4), 
645–674. https://doi.org/10.1177/0013161X13510004 
Strickland-Cohen, M. K., McIntosh, K., & Horner, R. H. (2014). Sustaining effective practices in 
the face of principal turnover. TEACHING Exceptional Children, 46(3), 19–25. Retrieved 
from https://files.eric.ed.gov/fulltext/ED553316.pdf 
Sun, M., & Ni, Y. (2016). Work environments and labor markets: Explaining principal turnover 
gap between charter schools and traditional public schools. Educational Administration 
Quarterly, 52(1), 144–183. https://doi.org/10.1177/0013161X15616659 
82 
 
Superville, D. R. (2014). Study finds principal mobility takes toll on budgets, learning; ‘Churn: 
The high cost of principal turnover’ [News brief]. Education Week, 34(12). Retrieved 
from https://www.edweek.org/ew/articles/2014/11/12/12report-b1.h34.html 
Tekleselassie, A. & Villarreal, P. (2011). Career mobility and departure intentions among school 
principals in the United States: Incentives and disincentives. Leadership and Policy in 
Schools, 10, 251–293. https://doi.org/10.1080/15700763.2011.585536 
Texas Education Agency. (2017-2018). Texas academic performance reports. [Online data]. 
Retrieved from https://tea.texas.gov/perfreport/tapr/index.html 
Tran, H. (2017). The impact of pay satisfaction and school achievement on high school 
principals’ turnover intentions. Educational Management Administration & Leadership, 
45(4), 621–638. https://doi.org/10.1177/1741143216636115 
Uhl-Bien, M. (2006). Relational leadership theory: Exploring the social processes of leadership 
and organizing. Leadership Quarterly, 17, 654–676. 
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.leaqua.2006.10.007 
U.S. Department of Agriculture, Food and Nutrition Service. (2017, November). National school 
lunch program fact sheet. Retrieved from https://fns-prod.azureedge.net/sites/default/ 
files/resource-files/NSLPFactSheet.pdf 
U.S. Department of Labor, Bureau of Labor Statistics (2010–2011). Occupational outlook 
handbook (2010–2011 ed.) Retrieved from http://www.bls.gov/ooh/management/ 
elementary-middle-and-high-school principals.htm 
Velasco, I., Edmonson, S. L., & Slate, J. R. (2012). Principal leadership behaviors and school 
climate: A conceptual analysis. Journal of Education Research, 6(3), 315–336. Retrieved 
from https://www.researchgate.net/publication/287244992_Principal_leadership_ 
behaviors_and_school_climate_A_conceptual_analysis 
83 
 
Yin, R. K. (2004). Case study methods. Unpublished manuscript. 
Yin, R. K. (2018). Case study research and applications: Design and methods (6th ed.). 
Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage. 
Zambo, D. (2014). Theory in service of practice: Theories in action research dissertations written 
by students in education doctorate programs. Education Action Research, 22(4), 504–
517. https://doi.org/10.1080/09650792.2014.918902 
  
84 
 
Appendix A: Qualitative Interview Protocol 
 
Name:___________________________ Location:_____________________________ 
 
Current Title:_____________________ Date:________________________________ 
 
Before the Interview: 
 
Hello. Thank you for taking time to speak with me today. I am Carrie Parker, a doctoral student 
in Organizational Leadership at Abilene Christian University. The purpose of this study seeks to 
find how principals identify and describe the aspects that influence their leadership retention. As 
a former school principal, I have always been interested in what makes leaders stay in or leave 
the field. It is my hope that the results of my study can help positively impact the field of 
leadership retention. 
 
Our interview should take less than an hour. Thank you for completing the consent form and 
submitting it to me. I will be taking notes throughout the interview and want to remind you that 
the interview is being audio recorded for transcription and analysis purposes. Your identity will 
remain anonymous and confidentiality will be protected at all times. This is a voluntary 
interview and you can decide to stop the interview at any time. Do you have any questions before 
we begin? 
 
Interview: 
 
1. Please state your name, current position, and a brief description of what your position 
entails. 
a. How long have you served in this position? 
2. Please describe the point in which you decided you wanted to become a principal. 
a. What is desirable about this job? 
b. Did the job turn out to be what you anticipated? If so or if not, how? 
c. Have there been any surprises while serving as principal? 
d. Have your beliefs about leadership changed since your first year in the role? 
3. What aspects of your work influence/influenced you to remain/move away from being a 
principal? 
a. You mentioned XXXX, can you provide an example of that? 
b. How does compensation, as defined by salary, influence you to remain in the 
position?  
c. How does accountability, as defined by expectations for student achievement, 
influence you to remain in the position? 
d. How do job responsibilities influence you to remain in the position? 
e. How does student diversity, as defined by ethnicity and socioeconomic status, 
and the needs of students influence you to remain in the position?  
f. How does support, as defined by training, professional development, or 
mentoring, from the district influence you to remain in the position? 
4. What aspects are/were most important to you in remaining/moving away from being a 
school principal? 
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5. Is there anything you feel would influence your decision/influenced your decision to 
leave the principal position? 
6. Do you feel something or anything could/could have better prepare/prepared you for 
continued work as a school leader? 
7. This concludes the questions I wanted to ask today. Is there anything you would like to 
add regarding principal retention? 
 
Closing the interview: 
 
Just a reminder that your responses from today will remain confidential. Transcripts from our 
time together will be sent to you so that you can check for accuracy in our conversation. Thank 
you for speaking with me today. 
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Appendix B: Focus Group Protocol 
 
1. The video describes mentoring as key in producing capable principals. What are your 
thoughts about how mentorships (formally or informally) can provide principals with 
support? 
 
2. How could the intern preparation programs, as described in the video, impact principal 
retention?  
 
3. The Wallace Foundation noted four key findings for what principals should do to be 
successful. How do you feel developing and communicating a vision for a school, 
supporting a culture that values education, sharing leadership with teachers, and 
concentrating time on improving instruction in the classroom impacts principal retention? 
 
4. Have any of these key findings personally impacted your retention in the field? 
 
5. How do you feel about the Wallace Foundation’s reply to principals being properly or 
improperly matched to the characteristics of the work? 
 
6. Should principals with potential be better trained and should others be let go? 
  
7. In thinking about the most impactful influence on principal retention in some of the most 
difficult schools, of the two choices, which would you say is more motivational: a culture 
of allowing a principal to do their job or monetary incentives? 
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Appendix C: Interview Response Codes 
 
Leadership Beliefs Wanting to make a difference • kids and teachers 
• invest 
• want 
• dig deep 
• obligation to all kids 
• impact 
• up to me 
• basis of all decisions 
• ensure learning 
• improve teaching and learning 
• make a difference 
• break the cycle 
• moral compass 
• called to serve 
• global change 
• expand my control 
• can’t be an excuse 
• make a difference 
• lead by example 
Getting paid doesn’t matter • doesn’t motivate 
• not a huge thing 
• cut in pay 
• nothing to do with it 
• haven’t given it much thought 
• more motivated by the work 
• not a reason at all 
• not a deal breaker 
Giving and getting support Supporting others • developing teachers 
• relationships 
• see all sides 
• servant leader 
• help others 
• collaboration 
• assisting families 
•  teachers need help/support 
• supporting and building them 
• bank people’s trust 
• working with people 
• other professionals 
• not as easy to influence 
• helping adults 
• what we can control 
• helping them do their jobs better 
 
(chart continues) 
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Giving and getting support Feeling supported (or not) 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Feeling supported (or not) 
• huge difference 
• big deal 
• huge deal 
• investing 
• support from admin 
• lack of support 
• resources not there 
• great opportunities 
• feel supported 
• strong 
• PD, training, staffing 
• network 
• helpful 
• district influence important 
• have your back 
• constraints 
• relationship with the district 
• supported by pay raise 
• what does district do to value 
people 
• didn’t have/feel support 
Complex Job Responsibilities 
 
Balancing responsibilities • responsibility 
• keeping up 
• work out 
• teacher buy in 
• difficult 
• wearing 
• team 
• huge responsibility 
• distractors 
• every single day 
• stay focused 
• all consuming 
• so many responsibilities 
• quick on your feet 
• a lot of different tasks 
• full time 
• 24/7 
• thrive on it 
• have to make it work 
• duties more important 
• complex 
• do more to utilize teacher leaders 
• constant change keeps you 
coming back 
Feeling prepared • felt prepared 
• experiences trained me 
 
(chart continues) 
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Complex Job Responsibilities 
 
Testing 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
• necessary evil 
• student growth 
• fuzzy math 
• just one piece 
• huge role in decision to leave 
• find that balance 
• desired results is growth 
• parts I don’t agree with 
• there for a good purpose 
• keeps us on track 
• system is hard 
• equal across the board 
• won’t miss it when I retire 
• no fear of being held 
accountable 
• fear of using results with ulterior 
motives 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
90 
 
 
Appendix D: IRB Approval Letter 
 
